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1. 



THE DEFEAT OF THE 
PHILISTINES 



SUDDENLY, WITHOUT KNOWING WHY, David wished he 
could turn back. This was a moment he had dreamed 
of, his arrival in the valley of Elah, coming over the 
mountain and looking down at the evening fires of 
the army of King Saul gleaming on the slopes below, 
like winking stars in a sky turned upside down. 
David realized sharply that he was only a simple 
shepherd from the hills of Bethlehem-Judah, and 
he had no idea what he should do or say to find one 
man his brother Eliab in the countless throng in 
the valley. 

The donkey David led shoved him with its muzzle, 
wanting to be unloaded. 

"Yes, Thistles," David muttered, "you shall have 
rest soon." 

He started forward slowly. Would those bold, sea- 
11 
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soned warriors make fun of him? Would his talk 
seem rustic and stupid? What if they wouldn t let 
him enter the encampment? 

"Halt!" 

In the darkness David had not seen the sentry. 
He jerked up so suddenly that his sandals slid on 
the pebbly slope and the donkey bumped into him* 
He stammered out some words. 

The sentry questioned the newcomer, and David 
answered as best he could, wondering if he heard 
amusement in the guard s voice. Finally he was told, 
"You may enter." 

David moved on and immediately was lost The 
sentry had not told him where to go or what to do. 
All around were men tending fires, men cooking 
food, men working over their weapons. Their voices 
were hard and rough, their words were strange, and 
there was the thud of heavy footsteps and the crack 
of firewood being broken till the discord of sound 
befuddled the mind of one from the quiet hills. 

David wandered on, the donkey trailing him, in 
chance directions, until, above the meaningless din, 
he heard one familiar sound. A lutel The high, sweet 
tones rose over the other noise, calling to the heart 
of David, the finest lutist in all Bethlehem-Judah, 
He was so glad he would have sobbed if he had not 
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been eighteen years old and a man in size and sinew. 
He moved toward the music as he would toward 
home. 

As he came up to a large fire, he could see the 
lutist, an old fellow with skin like cured camel s hide. 
David turned toward his donkey, and from the top 
of its pack took his own lute. It had suffered no harm 
on the trip, though his parents had been sure it 
would. He tuned it quickly, softly, intently, not con 
sidering the boldness of what he was about to do. 

For a moment he listened, until he had in mind 
the simple, tuneful song. Then he struck his instru 
ment in support of the other lute. Heads turned to 
ward him, faces showing surprise, and in a moment 
the singing stopped. 

The other lutist said, "Young man, you play well 
our ancient song. Yet you are not of the sons of 
Ephraim. How do you know the music?" 

"I learned it as I listened to you/ David said un 
certainly. "It is a good song, and I am grateful that 
I have not done violence to the honored melody, I 
am the son of Jesse, the Bethlehemite, and I am glad 
to learn a song other than those of my own people." 

The men spoke among themselves, the sound of 
their voices seeming to approve the courteous 
speech of this young stranger. 
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One man laughed. Would you teach our lutisi 
some new songs, young Judahite? We have hearc 
all he knows so many times we would welcome 
change/ 

*TTes/* several others agreed, and one added, "Lei 
us hear some singing from Bethlehem-Judah/* 

David moved around the fire and sat down by the 
other lutist He played and sang, as he had for feasts 
and festivals at home. He discussed the music with 
the older man and showed him his homemade in 
strument, and they exchanged ideas on finer points 
of playing. The rest made an attentive audience, ap 
plauding with enthusiasm equal to any David had 
ever received from family in the common room or 
from neighbors gathered for the harvest. 

He was doing a gay tune popular among Judahites 
at sheep-shearing time when he heard rapid foot 
steps approaching and looked up to see a familiar, 
stocky figure. 

"Eliabr 

He leaped to his feet and embraced his brother, 
thinking how odd it seemed to be looking down at 
Eliab, instead of up as he had aU his life until now. 
He even noticed that Eliab s hair was getting thin on 
top, though there was about him the same square- 
set strength as always. 
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"I could not believe my ears," said Eliab, "When 
I heard those old songs out of my boyhood. Only 
you needn t have thrust yourself on strangers, David. 
Come. Let us leave before the display of your talents 
becomes tiresome to the men of Ephraim/ Turning 
to those in the circle, Eliab explained, "He is the 
youngest and is used to being made much of at 
home, I trust you will forbear if he has delighted 
overmuch in his own playing/ 

That familiar tone struck fire in David. Though 
the Ephraimites spoke cordially, he would not have 
stayed any longer for anything. As soon as they were 
out of earshot, David seized Eliab s arm to face him. 

"I am eighteen years old, Eliabl I will thank you 
never to treat me like a baby again!" 

"You are a baby still to the ways of men of the 
world/ Eliab shot back just as fiercely. "The sons of 
Ephraim are highborn people, as highborn as the 
Benjaminites. Do you realize you are no longer 
among the familiar hills of Judah? These men are not 
friendly shepherd folk, and you do not know your 
way among them/ 

The words reminded David. "I know. Until I 
heard the lute among the men of Ephraim, I was as 
lost as a strayed lamb/ 

The eldest son of Jesse threw a fraternal arm 
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around the shoulders of the youngest. "Let us go 
where we can talk. You must tell me why you are 
here, and the news of home." 

"Our parents sent me to bring you food/* David 
told him. "I left Thistles up this way, I think." 

"Left what?" inquired Eliab. 

"Thistles, the donkey, the colt of Star, that had 
the white forehead. This one s coat is rough and al 
ways matted with the burrs and thistles that blow 
about, and so I call him Thistles." 

Eliab laughed at that, throwing back his head with 
pleasure. "Names for the animals. New words for 
new songs. It takes me back like yesterday. Is this 
the beast?" 

"Yes/ They unwrapped the loaves baked the day 
before yesterday by their mother. David showed his 
brother the cheeses that were next, and last the 
ephah of corn, half on either side of Thistles back to 
balance the load, 

"It is most welcome," Eliab said warmly. "And 
what of our mother? Our f ather?" 

"They are well," said David. He laughed a little 
about the concern of his parents for his safety on the 
journey, as if he had not killed both lions and bears 
in guarding the flocks. With his sling and stones, 
David had felt less fear of robbers and wild beasts 
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than of the sentry at the edge of camp. And his 
parents had thought it foolish of him to bring his 
lute all that long way, but he had insisted he could 
not do without it until they had finally consented. 

"As usual/* Eliab commented dryly. 

David shot a sidewise glance at his brother. It was 
an old score, Eliab s thinking that David was spoiled. 
He considered a retort about Eliab s bossiness, but 
it seemed childish to fan the old quarrel. 

"How is it with you, my brother?" he asked, to 
change the subject, "Our parents charged me to 
bring report. They are uneasy, for we hear rumors 
that all is not well with King Saul s army/* 

Eliab took a long time to answer. Finally he said, 
"It is not well. Since the Philistines sent out the 
monster against us, dismay has been spreading 
among our ranks. Dismay and shame and we blame 
each other for our shame." 

"What did you say the Philistines sent out?" 

"A monster, a giant, a huge man the like of which 
has never been seen. I tell you, he stands six cubits 
and a span" Eliab reached both arms above his 
head, gestured still higher. "The bronze of his helmet 
and breastplate and the greaves upon his legs are 
weight enough to crush to death an ordinary man. 
He calls to us to send out a man to fight him, when 
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a hundred men would be too few. It is like a bad 
dream out of SheoL" 

"Surely you make too much of Trim,* said David. 

"You think so? You have not seen him. The biggest 
man in any tribe of our camp would be crushed like 
a bug before him. And if any should be so foolish as 
to try to fight, we dare not let him, for the giant s 
terms are that if he kills our man, we must surren 
der." 

"What if one of our men killed this giant?" asked 
David. 

"You speak nonsense," Eliab scoffed. 

"Well, then, why doesn t the king order a general 
charge of the whole army when the giant comes out? 
He could not withstand the host of Israel/* 

Eliab laughed heavily. "In your wisdom, little 
brother, you should give military advice to Saul, the 
mighty warrior-king who has led our army in its 
greatest victories. I believe the king has reasoned that 
the Philistines would like nothing better than to have 
us throw ourselves against them where they are wait 
ing above us on that slope yonder. The giant is the 
bait, and King Saul is too shrewd to take it. I have 
fought under Saul before, and I know his bravery, 
though some" He let the sentence drop. 

"What do you mean?" David pursued. 
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Eliab looked to the right and the left and behind 
them before he continued* "Some say Saul is ... 
troubled by an evil spirit from the Lordr The last 
words were whispered. 

"What?" David could hardly believe he had heard 
correctly. "It isn t true, is it?" 

"I don t know. I don t know. I do know the king 
remains in his tent for days at a time, and he has 
done nothing about all this trouble. Thirty-nine days 
this makes, that the giant has come down, and the 
king has done nothing. I don t know what to think 
Come, let s get on to the Judahite camp and unload 
the donkey. Tomorrow you must get away from 
here. This ugly business is not for a boy." 

David opened his mouth to say hot words, but 
closed it again. Eliab had heavy matters on his mind. 
No wonder he had been short about such things as 
David s visit to the Ephraimites. David realized now 
that he had felt uncertainty and strain in the air ever 
since he had arrived in the camp. He had supposed 
that it was only the strangeness of everything. 

Eliab said, "You take the loaves, and your lute, I 
will take the corn and cheeses." 

Eliab was reaching for the heavier load, assigning 
to David the lighter things. "My brother indulges 
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me," David observed, "and will reproach me for 
being overindulged, as always." 

The fire of the Judahites was dying to embers, and 
men made shadowy figures on the ground where 
they had pulled their cloaks about them for sleep. 

But beyond the fire a figure spoke. "Am I address 
ing the sons of Jesse, the Bethlehemite?" 

Eliab dropped the ephah of corn, and one of the 
cheeses rolled out of his grasp. The men on the 
ground came to their feet scrambling. David felt for 
his sling, having no idea what was the matter. 

"The men of Ephraim said I would find here the 
lutist," the speaker went on. "Are you the one? * 

David nodded dumbly. The other men stood with 
mouths open. 

"Your music was heard in the royal tent this eve 
ning," said the man. "It pleased the king. He re 
quested me to bring you there now to make more 
music for him." 

Swallowing, David said, "I didn t know I was 
near the king s tent. I I" 

Eliab lifted the loaves from David s arms. "Take 
your lute and go, David. This is Abner, captain of 
the host." 

Abner I The commander of Saul s thousands! No 
wonder the soldiers had been astonishedl 
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David found himself moving away with the great 
captain, his lute under his arm, his feet going with 
out his will. Only once could he turn to cast an ap 
pealing look at Eliab, but it did no good. 

The great captain turned out to be not forbidding 
at all. He talked easily. Where did David get his 
reddish hair? How long had he been playing the 
lute? Had he come from BetMehem-Judah today? 
David began to find his voice, and his heart, again. 

"The king has been ill lately/* Abner said, "as 
you may have heard. He thought your music would 
make him feel better. But he may not wish to talk, 
or if he does, his words may seem strange to you. 
That should not trouble you/* 

That was understandable, thought David, His own 
father was unreasonably cross when ill, and yet he 
liked to hear David play. 

"This is the tent/* said Abner, stopping. "I will 
not go in. You will find a rug just inside. Sit there 
and make music. That is all that is expected of you." 

David edged nervously forward. The tent flap fell 
behind him. He saw the rug on the ground and sank 
quickly upon it. There was some light from the wicks 
sputtering in their dishes of oil and from the fire 
glowing in the small brazier. Enough to reveal the 
figure of a tall, gaunt man reclining on pillows beside 
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the fire. David had an impression of black hair and 
beard, of sallow, drawn cheeks, and of deep-set eyes, 
dark and burning bright. Did they burn with fever? 
With madness? With impatience for a song to begin? 

David clutched his lute with unsteady hands. He 
closed his eyes against that piercing stare, and pres 
ently he could imagine himself back amongst the 
friendly hills of Judah, the flock spread out down the 
slope, and thunderclouds gathering back along the 
heights. He must quiet his frightened sheep. With 
the herder s songs. The soothing melodies taught him 
by Eliab and Shammah and Abinadab. The simple, 
everlasting tunes of reassurance. 

How long he played David would never know. He 
sang one song after another, old songs and songs he 
had made himself in the hours under the fierce sun 
or the white moon of Bethlehem-Judah. He sang 
until his throat was hoarse, and he played his fingers 
sore. Until the sound of a man s breathing grew 
rhythmic, and burning eyes were hidden behind 
curtains of sleep. 

David leaned back, utterly worn out by this un 
forgettable day. Perhaps he should go. Or perhaps 
stay, lest the sleeper waken. He didn t know* He 
decided to listen for the slightest stir, to hold his lute 
in readiness. 
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He took a deep breath, and sleep claimed him 
also. 

He awoke to daylight, and the sight of a goafs- 
hair tent above him, and the sound of dissonant pan 
demonium. Like the speaking of countless voices, 
like the stir of countless soldiers the Lord have 
mercy! That was what it wasl David sat bolt up 
right 

"It startles one to wake in a strange place." The 
words were so dry, so edged with quiet humor, that 
for a moment David could only stare. The king! He 
scrambled to his feet and stood rigid. 

Finally he blurted out, A *Should I bow, or what 
should I do? I m awfully sorry, sir, but I don t know 
what is proper behavior in the presence of the king." 

The great man laughed understandingly. **We 
won t make any ceremony/ He was propped up on 
an elbow among his pillows, his commanding eyes 
now only weary, or worried. Last night s burning 
fire was gone. "Your music yesterday evening gave 
me the first good sleep I have had in a long time. 
Sit down on that chest, son. With your talent for 
the lute, you shouldn t find army life too difficult I 
understand you are the son of Jesse, from Bethlehem- 
Judah." 
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"Yes, sir. My brother Eliab is in one of your bat 
talions" 

And presently David realized that he was talking 
easily with the king and finding it less difficult than 
with many a lesser man. 

Then suddenly SauTs face darkened. It came to 
David that silence had fallen outside. At the tent s 
opening appeared a man s legs, a man who seemed 
to be fumbling with the flap. 

"Leave it open!" Saul called out sharply, and the 
legs vanished. To David he said, "Go out and see, 
young Judahite. So you may understand the humilia 
tion that has come to Israel. Look at this creature 
whom no man of our ranks can match." 

David hurried from the tent, pausing only to seize 
his lute. No question where to look. Every man in 
the Israelite camp was on his feet, eyes fixed on the 
slope of the mountain across the valley. 

And there David shut his own eyes and opened 
them again. Could that be a man? The sun glinted 
off the great mass of moving armor, and the thought 
struck David that arrows and spear would glance off 
as harmlessly as the light did. The figure swung down 
the hill with ponderous power. The armor-bearer 
scrambling ahead with the shield was a full-grown 
man and looked like a child. 
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It came on, this nightmare figure, until David 
could see the heavy, brutal face beneath the enor 
mous helmet. Then a bellowing voice came out of it, 
Choose you a man for you, and let him come down 
to me. If he be able to fight with me, and to kill me, 
then will we be your servants: but if I prevail against 
him, and kill him, then shall ye be our servants, and 



serve us/* 



There was dead, tight silence in the ranks of Israel. 
David felt a dull burning in his cheeks. It was as if 
there were no man among the Israelites. "I defy the 
armies of Israel this day!" the bellow came again. 
"Give me a man, that we may fight together/* 

Still no sound. David dared not look about him at 
his countrymen. And the giant laughed, great heavy 
roaring laughs from deep in his belly. He stood and 
laughed at Israel, and savage mutterings broke out 
among the men, 

"How long will we endure this?" 

"Why doesn t the king do something?" 

"If not he, why not some other Benjaminite, since 
they are such great people?" 

"Our people are going home if something isn t 
done soon. We came here to fight the Philistines, not 
to be scorned and shamed by monsters!" 

David stared from one to another. Why, these 
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talked desertion! They were ready to leave Saul, to 
break up the federation he had worked so hard to 
establish among the Israelite tribes, ready to return 
to the days of fighting by themselves, even among 
themselves. Couldn t they see that their only safely 
against the Philistines, their only hope for an un 
fettered future, lay in being united under Saul? 

The soldiers moved away, busying themselves at 
unnecessary tasks* David turned to look again at the 
giant. The creature was lumbering away up the 
mountain, still rumbling an occasional oath, break 
ing the trunk of a sapling tree with whacks of his 
spear shaft. In his way lay a boulder, of a size to 
require two men to lift it. With a swing of his mighty 
foot the giant pawed it aside, so that it rolled back 
down the slope in a dusty mass of loose gravel and 
uprooted bushes and came to rest in the bed of the 
stream. 

The giant Philistine reminded David in many ways 
of a bear, surly, clumsy, awesomely powerful. David 
turned to go to find Eliab. He thought, *1 have killed 
bears/* 

He stopped in his tracks. He had killed bearsl The 
thought that followed was so daring that it struck 
him like a blow. He turned away from the Judahite 
camp and walked aimlessly. 
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The giant could be killed, like a bear. By the same 
weapon. He, David, could do it* One stone, fired 
as only tie could fire it. That was all it would take! 

What if he should miss? Heat started in the small 
of his back and spread upward over his broad shoul 
ders. His hands clutched the sling in his pouch and 
the stones he always carried, and his palms were wet 
with perspiration. 

Suddenly he turned and almost ran to King SauTs 
tent. He stooped and went through the open tent 
flap, too excited to hesitate at bursting in upon a 
king. 

"Sir," he blurted, "I can kill the giant!" 

The king, seated upon a wooden chest, turned to 
look at him. By great good fortune, no servants were 
in the tent. Saul asked, "What did you say?" 

"I can kill the giant," David repeated breathlessly. 

"I was afraid I heard right. I should not have sent 
you to see and be carried away in your eagerness. 
You must forget this folly, son. The giant is twice 
your size, and a hardened man of war. You are a 
youth unseasoned in battle. No." 

"I am a youth, and there is not any tiredness in 
me/* David argued desperately. *T am strong from 
work for my father. And if the giant is fierce, think 
of a she-bear seeking food for her cubs* Such I have 
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lolled. Think also how much harder I would strug 
gle, knowing that I fight as your servant, in the name 
of Israeli" 

The king rose, his eyes moist. "Twice now have 
you refreshed my soul, son of Jesse/ he said huskily. 
"For that very reason I cannot let you go/ 

David was overcome yith disappointment, but 
before his father, if he pleaded long enough He 
said daringly, "Have you another servant who will 
take the challenge? Do not the men talk secretly of 
going home, so that the unity you have built up 
among the tribes is in danger?" 

Saul said, "You have an ear for affairs of state, as 
well as for the lute. Do you think to take upon your 
self the cares of a king? Then remember, should you 
lose-" 

"I will not lose," David interrupted recklessly. "I 
will take the giant by surprise. I I have a plan/* 
He had realized in time he must not say he meant 
to use his sling, for then King Saul would surely have 
thought he had lost his senses. "What is there to 
lose?" he added. 

The king walked rapidly across the tent and back. 
He muttered to himself, "What, indeed?" Then he 
turned upon David almost fiercely. "Very well. Take 
off your shepherd s robe. Some day, the Lord willing, 
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the Philistines will be driven from our land, and the 
metal workers o Israel, now held captive in Philistia, 
will be restored to us. Then we shall get our own 
metal and make our own armor. For now, though, I 
think we can arm you like a fighting man.** 

Before David had recovered from his delight, 
servants had brought in the armor and put it on him. 
His heart sank. With this unwieldy metal, how 
could he even get himself down to the stream in 
the valley of Elah, let alone whirl his sling about his 
head? He might as well be sent bound hand and 
foot to fight the giant. 

"That helmet will not serve," Saul said sharply, 
surveying David with the eye of an experienced 
fighting man. "Get Jonathan s helmet, for it is the 
best of our small collection." 

Then David could not say anything about the 
armor, for he was to be honored with the equipment 
of the king s son, the famed young Prince Jona- 
thanl At that moment there entered the tent a young 
man, slender and handsome. His eyes met David s, 
and something, some bond of understanding, leaped 
between them. 

c *. . . wishes to fight the giant Philistine," Saul was 
saying. "Why, or why I agreed to allow it, I cannot 
fathom. See if your helmet fits him, Jonathan, for 
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the least we can do is furnish. Mm with our best for 
this encounter/* 

Jonathan s hands were cool and firm against 
David s throbbing temples, and in the prince s dark 
eyes was something that made David want to pour 
out all the thoughts in his mind, 

"The fit is good/ he said uncertainly, *l)ut I find 
the feel of armor strange to me. Perhaps if I could 
walk about a little" 

"Let me acquaint him with it," requested Jona 
than, and his voice was quiet and low. 

With the king s consent, they went out and started 
together around the camp. 

**What is the plan you did not wish to divulge to 
my father?" asked the young prince. 

David stared. How did you know? Yet I myself 
knew that you did know. I wished to tell you." 

He did tell Jonathan, showing him the stones a 
third as large as his fist, selected because they were 
shaped just so. He spoke of his skill with the sling, 
and to Jonathan it was not boasting. 

"You cannot be restricted by armor," said Jona 
than, knowing the problem before David stated it. 
**We shall get you freed of it But we must tell no 
one what your weapon will be. That must be a secret 
between us alone. 19 " 
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David nodded. It did not seem strange to him that 
he shared a secret with this young man he had 
known only half an hour. They turned back toward 
Saul s tent. 

The king stormed when Jonathan announced that 
David would fight without armor. But he quieted 
when Jonathan said, "What use would armor be to 
him against the gianf s spear? It is David s strength 
and skill that will prevail And fear not, my brother 
will prevail." 

David hugged those words to him throughout the 
rest of that long day. **My brother will prevail." The 
memory of that voice was shield and strength to him. 
He even managed without much trouble to keep 
Eliab from sending him home. 

The sun was creeping toward the western moun 
tain when again hush fell upon the camp. David 
rose and felt in his pouch for sling and stones, not 
looking across at the great figure shambling down 
the hillside. He took his shepherd s staff, for Jona 
than said it would distract the giant s attention, and 
started walking through the camp. 

The echoing great voice reached his ears. "Choose 
you a man!" And then David was in the open, walk 
ing steadily down the hill. His mind seemed blank, 
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his head numb. He was only half aware of the sud 
den break in the gianf s bellowing. 

Then suddenly, "Am I a dog, that you send a boy 
with a stick to beat me off?** howled the monster. 
More words of hate followed. He would give the 
flesh of this stripling to the birds of the air and the 
beasts of the field. David heard only vaguely. 

Behind him he felt, rather than heard, an uproar 
from the men of Israel. Yells of protest, no doubt, 
that their fate was in the hands of a witless boy. 
David paid no attention. 

The boulders of the stream bed were beneath his 
feet The raging giant loomed ahead of him, not 
thirty paces off. He could see the cruel eyes, small 
and glittering. Between those eyes- 
He dropped his staff, and his sling was in his hand 
as if of its own accord. Stone in leather pocket. He 
whirled the sling above his head with all his power. 
He could feel the ripple of the long muscles in his 
back. And then he fired the stone as he had never 
fired before. His whole mind, his whole life, aimed 
at that beetling forehead. 

There was the rip of air as the stone shot out. And 
then a sodden, smacking sound. 
The giant jerked his tremendous spear high above 
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Ms head, A flood of ice seemed to engulf David. And 
then he saw the giant had flung both hands high. 

The great brute stumbled forward, slowly, and 
seemed to trip and fall! David stood shaking in every 
fiber, so that he almost fell himself. 

Yet he knew he dared not give way. The giant 
might be only stunned. With a tremendous effort 
David drove himself forward and dragged the mon 
strous sword from the giant s sheath. One tremen 
dous swing, and the Philistine monster was dead 
beyond question. 

Then the yelling reached his ears. He turned in 
wonder. The Israelites were pouring across the val 
ley in a howling horde, running like madmen* Above 
him he could see the Philistines running also. Aban 
doning their positions and fleeing in terror. 

For a while David struggled after them, lugging 
the tremendous sword and the giant s head. When 
he could not keep up, he returned to the Israelite 
camp and waited. 

Tou certainly have a talent for getting attention/* 
Eliab commented. It was the next day, and Saul s 
soldiers had returned, the plunder had been divided, 
and the brothers were alone in the Judahite camp. 
Truly, you swagger here as well as at home. And 
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you seem to think not at all of how monstrously 
lucky you were!" 

David only grinned. Jonathan had told him, ear 
lier, that they had had to hold Eliab back from rush 
ing out to rescue David when he saw what was hap 
pening. David could hear his brother s scolding now 
for what it was great affection and protectiveness. 
Besides, he had allowed himself a little strutting. 
After alll 

Eliab was speaking again. "I trust you are not 
thinking now to stay with Saul s army. Believe me, 
I have been a soldier long enough to know how little 
this Me holds. You should be more than content 
tending our father s sheep" 

Gently, David interrupted him. "I am not return 
ing to Bethlehem-Judah, my brother. I am to be 
Saul s armor-bearer from this day forth. By the king s 
command, I am to live in his household." 
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TRIUMPHANT BETXJRN. One learned, after a time, 
what to expect on such occasions, David reflected. 
One was not amazed, as he had been that first time, 
after the giant was killed, when the men wanted to 
travel all night to get home sooner. Their weariness 
would melt away when the walls of Gibeah, Saul s 
town, came in sight through the morning haze. 

David, striding along in the lead beside Jonathan, 
felt the ache go out of his own muscles, and he lifted 
his great voice in song. Behind him, the soldiers of 
Saul caught up the chant, and the fierce melody 
rolled out across the plain to tell how the Philistines 
had fled again yesterday in wild rout before the 
fanatic charge of the host of Israel. 

Now came the women, rushing out from the 
town s gates, followed by the children and the old 

35 
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ones. Cheering, and bursting into songs of thanks 
giving, or weeping For there were some whose men 
had not returned. It was a scene that would always 
make the heart pound. 

A girl ran to embrace the king. Her imperious 
beauty, her robe of the finest cloth, would have 
marked her anywhere as a princess. Then she turned 
to her brother, Prince Jonathan, and to her father s 
armor-bearer, David. She fell in step between them, 
clinging to an arm of each. 

"You have beaten them again!" she exulted. "I 
know it by your singing and your swaggering. Tell 
me how brave you were." 

Jonathan said quietly, "Is this seemly, Michal? Has 
not our mother need of you?" 

Michal tossed her dark hair. She resembled her 
brother markedly. "I care not if it be seemly! I must 
be with you. David will tell me, if my brother will 
not. Won t you, David?" 

Before David could answer, the king s voice rang 
out in command. "Each man to his own quarters 
now! Rest, and tonight we shall have our victory 
celebration." 

At Saul s word, the noise subsided and the crowd 
dispersed, David wondered if the sudden order was 
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intended partly to interrupt MichaL Her actions Had 
seemed bold for an unmarried girl. 

They were entering the king s courtyard before 
Michal spoke again. "Shall we have music at the 
victory feast in this house tonight, my father?" 

The tall warrior looked down at her* "If you have 
not driven all battle tunes from our lutist s head/* 
the king answered, unsmiling. "If he could be left 
alone, perhaps" 

*He shall be left alone,** Michal declared quickly. 
But a small dimple showed in her pretty chin as she 
hurried away. 

One of David s responsibilities was the care of 
equipment. As he moved about assembling and 
polishing and storing the few precious pieces, his 
mind began to hum with new words and fresh tunes. 
Tonight he would have an audience, at the request 
of the princess. 

During the afternoon he rested, but he was too 
excited to sleep. That evening the figs were tender 
and the raisins fat with juice, the curds fresh and 
sweet, the meat superbly tender, David tried to 
savor it all, but songs crowded his mind, and he was 
too eagerly awaiting the call of his audience, 

It came early, before the servants had entirely 
cleared the table. The men, rested and filled with 
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good food, were expansively recounting incidents of 
the battle when Michal put in, "May not the lutist 
tell us in song, father, how you took the hill by 
storm?" 

**We would indeed be honored if David would 
favor us/ agreed Queen Ahinoam. David needed no 
more urging to send for his lute. 

He took his place, naturally, where the lamps were 
clustered and he could be seen best. The light 
glinted from his reddish hair and brightened the gay 
smile he flashed around the common room. In the 
answering smiles he saw assurance that he was, in 
deed, a fine figure of a man. He struck a triumphant 
flourish from his instrument. 

First he sang in praise of servants, who labored 
while the warriors fought. From their corner, he saw 
Saul s servants beam upon him. Then wives and sis 
ters, who kept hope alive at home so their men might 
carry courage afar. In the dark eyes of the princess 
David saw a glow so warm it startled him. 

David noticed the small boy Ishbosheth slip into 
the room and onto the lap of his mother Ahinoam; 
doubtless the child had been put to bed long ago, 
but he did not whine, and no one sent him back or 
scolded him. Their minds were on the song of praise. 

There was a verse for the bravery of Abner, 
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which brought a mist to the faded, honest eyes of the 
old soldier and unaccustomed words to his lips dur 
ing the pause David always left between verses. 
"None braver than the lutist here," Abner blurted* 
"David was in the forefront of the battle." 

Drawing from old songs, improvising new ones, 
David praised brave deeds and brave men. His 
choicest tribute he made to Jonathan and the brother 
hood the prince of Israel inspired among his men. 

Jonathan said, "My leadership is overpraised. It 
seemed to me we were all following David/ 

"Then," burst out Michal, "why does not some 
one sing of David, who leads Israel to victory?" 

A hush fell upon the room, and SauTs heavy eye 
brows drew together in a frown. 

"Say rather, Michal, that it is Yahweh who leads 
Israel to victory." It was Ahinoam, trying to cover 
her daughter s bold remark, who spoke of Yahweh* 
the eternal God of the Hebrews; Yahweh, whom 
now we call Jehovah. 

David also spoke quickly, following the queers 
lead. "Yahweh has chosen King Saul to lead us! I 
would sing now for our Lord s anointed. Last, as is 
befitting. Will the king allow me now" 

"No!" Saul rose, towering over the gathering like 
a thundercloud. "Enough of this! It is time we sought 
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sleep* Strength for future battles does not come out 
of idle singing. Nor has Israel s future been settled 
by one small, overcelebrated victory!" 

The king stalked out. The silence was finally 
broken by a long wail from little Ishbosheth. As his 
mother rose with the boy, the others took hurried 
leave from the long, shadowy room. 

In the days that followed, gloom settled over 
Gibeah, heavy as a fog and as hard to touch. Saul 
did not come forth from his quarters. Ahinoain and 
Michal remained in their own rooms. Jonathan ap 
peared at mealtime, but the assemblage gathered in 
the common room was stiff and quiet, and there was 
no talk. No laughter rang through the large house. 
The air of victory was gone from the king s house 
hold. 

Something was wrong, something deeper than the 
unfortunate turn the evening of celebration had 
taken. David was sure of it. Was Saul ill? But if he 
were, why didn t he send for the lutist whose songs 
had refreshed him before? Had David s behavior to 
Saul or to the royal family been unseemly in some 
way? David couldn t lay his finger on any mistakes 
he had made. Though MichaFs ways were strangely 
forward, it was all her own doing. He had given her 
no reason to be bold. To the gentle Queen Ahinoam 
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he had been as deferential and as tender as toward 
his own mother. What had gone wrong? 

Had he displayed an overfondness for attention? 
But all the performing he had done had been asked 
for! David was suddenly homesick, homesick as he 
had never been before. Homesick even for EliaVs 
scolding! There had been laughter to temper their 
quarreling, and it had cleared the air like a good, 
clean storm. That was what was needed here at 
Gibeah the stab of lightning and the clash of thun 
der if necessary! But no storm came, only the same 
unexplainable feeling that some dark and dreadful 
thing was going to happen. 

It started in a completely unexpected way. A 
member of the king s bodyguard, a soldier who dou 
bled as a personal servant for Saul when they were 
not at war, approached David and began talking of 
the admiration the royal family had for David, one 
member in particular thinking highly of the lutist. 

Puzzled, David said, "Prince Jonathan is dearer 
than a brother to me/ 

No, no. The other was not thinking of Jonathan. 

David searched his mind. "Do you mean Michal?" 
And received a knowing nod. 

Irritated, David snapped, "I cannot think I am 
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esteemed too highly by the royal family when I do 
not see any of them for days!" 

"You would see much of them if you were married 
into the family/ The soldier looked unbelievably sly. 

David stared, dumbfounded. "Don t talk lightly 
about such a matter!" he burst out "I am unknown, 
from an obscure part of the country, poor, without 
so much as a flock of sheep for a marriage gift. That 
I should become son-in-law to the king is a jest in 
poor tastel ?&gt; 

The man assured him that it was no jest and then 
slipped away, leaving David fuming. The whole 
thing was so preposterous! As if Saul would consider 
giving Michal in marriage to any but a man of sta 
tion and of wealth probably one who would bring 
another of the tribes of Israel into Saul s federation. 

But the next day Saul s servant came again. 

"The king wants no ordinary marriage gift from 
you. You have won fame fighting Israel s enemies, 
as well as with your songs. So the king wishes only 
to be avenged on the Philistines by you. Bring to 
Saul the foreskins of a hundred Philistines, and the 
king s daughter shall be yours in marriage/* 

David stood stunned. Crude jokes among soldiers 
he was used to, but Enraged, he grabbed the man 
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in liis powerful grip. "You dare make sport ** he 
began. 

The other flinched but stood his ground. "I bring 
you word from the king!" he said hardily. 

"But why " Then David released the man. Sud 
denly he saw why. It was not simple. 

Circumcision was known to every Israelite to be 
required by Yahweh as a ceremony of religious 
purity, So if an Israelite should take the foreskins 
from the dead bodies of a large number of Philistines, 
the fact would be grim proof to every uncircum- 
cised foe of Israel that Yahweh was a greater god 
than any foreign especially Philistine god. 

For another thing, other tribes of Israel who had 
not yet joined with Saul would see that Yahweh had 
given sign that it was time to join. If this plan suc 
ceeded, it could mean only that Yahweh approved 
the kingship of Saul. 

If it succeeded. There was a far better chance that 
David would be killed in the attempt To slay a hun 
dred well-armed, well-trained soldiers it was mad 
ness to try. 

Yet how could David refuse? One did not refuse 
a king s offer of his daughter in marriage. Refusal 
would be taken as an insult to Michal. David would 
likely be put to death* At the very least, he would be 



44 0AVID, WARKIOR OF GOD 

banished in disgrace as a coward. No, he would 
have to try, and likely be killed. Then Saul would 
be rid of him without raising a hand against him, 
but there would be no more question of who led 
Israel to victory* 

It was not simple. But it was brilliant. The strategy 
of a genius. In that moment, David saw with clarity 
the kind of thinking that had enabled Saul to be 
come a king. 

"The king will provide any men you wish to assist 
you," the messenger was saying. "And what knowl 
edge he has of Philistine positions/* 

David slumped resignedly. "The king is most 
generous. I shall be honored to undertake the mis 
sion/* 

The battle itself was easier than David felt he had 
any right to hope for. Looking back, it seemed pre 
arranged, almost as if Yahweh had indeed ordered it. 
Saul had let him choose his own company. He had 
sent for Joab, the son of Zeruiah, partly to have near 
him someone from home, partly because Joab was 
the kind of sharp, hard youth who would glory in 
such an adventure. David had hand-picked his other 
men with great care. 

The small band set out from Gibeah at night, se- 
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cretly, for a Philistine stronghold that had been the 
center o recent unrest* When David found that the 
Philistine soldiers had gone to put down a local up 
rising, he and his men hid themselves along the way 
they would return. The Philistines came shortly after 
daybreak, tired, relaxed, confident that they had set 
tled their troubles. And abruptly every bush and 
rock was alive with fierce Israelites. The Philistines 
had no time to rally, and they were cut off from the 
safety of their stronghold. By midday the company 
was slain to the last man. The rest was as routine as 
taking the head of a bear or a lion or a giant David 
collected one hundred foreskins for Saul The fever 
of battle still burning in his throat, he had not then 
stopped. His knife worked swiftly. With two hun 
dred foreskins, perhaps Saul Yahweh, tool would 
be doubly pleased! 

The events that followed had a dreamlike quality 
for David the sensation caused by his daring exploit, 
his spreading fame, his widely celebrated marriage 
to Michal, his increasing prominence among the 
leading men of Israel. The Philistines attacked again, 
and that was real, and his victory was real. 

Then,, finally, he was back in Gibeah and in his 
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own house, with Michal bringing him food. She was 
humming softly: 

Saul hath slain his thousands, 
and David his ten thousands. 

"Don t sing that song!" he ordered sharply. 

"Forgive me, my love. I cannot get it out of my 
head." 

David grumbled, "It was a foolish thing for the 
women to sing, and it made mischief/* 

"I know/ said Michal. "Yet they meant it only to 
show their pride in you. And, my David, my darling, 
at first you were pleased, running your hand through 
your wonderful red hair and charming them all with 
your smile." 

"I was pleased until I saw the look on your father s 
face." 

Michal shuddered. "Your description of his look I 
shall never forget. It was pure hate he held for you/* 

"I tried to point out to him, then, what we both 
knew: that there were not ten thousand men, Isra 
elites and Philistines, in all the battle, much less that 
many slain." 

"Are you sure he said nothing?" 

"Not to me. Not then." 
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"But since?" There was quick alarm in lier voice. 
"What have yon heard?** 

"I talked to Jonathan. When they were alone, Saul 
said, *They have ascribed unto David ten thousands, 
and to me they have ascribed but thousands: and 
what can he have more but the kingdom? " 

"Thaf s it," Michal said quickly. "He fears the peo 
ple are turning from him to you for leadership. He 
is old and failing. You are young and succeeding. 
They may demand that he give up the kingship to 
you, so he hates you. Of course he is probably right** 

"What are you sayingr exclaimed David* "I have 
never done anything except serve my king in the 
best way I knew how. I have no intention of doing 
anything else/* 

"I should think Jonathan would have told him 
that" 

"He did. Whereupon your father flew into a rage 
against Jonathan and accused him of disloyalty / 

Michal nodded and said calmly, "My father hates 
you fiercely. I think he will kill you if he can/* 

David gasped. He could not get used to this direct, 
sharp, fearless way of thinking in such a lovely 
woman. At times her mind seemed as hard and as 
brilliant as that of her father. 

Their talk was interrupted by the appearance of 
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a messenger from Saul s household. The king re 
quested the company of Ms daughter and son-in-law 
at the evening meal. 

David was too astonished to speak, but Michal 
said promptly, "Convey to the king, my father, that 
we are honored. Yet I have been troubled with a 
headache all day, and beg to be excused. If my hus 
band comes and brings a greeting for both of us, 
perhaps my father will be content/ 

David waited only until the messenger was out of 
earshot. "That was the most sudden headache I ever 
heard of, and you are the most healthy invalid/ 

MichaFs dark eyes were thoughtful, "If I am not 
there, you will have a better chance to see how my 
father feels toward you. Maybe he is over his anger. 
Or maybe you can get him over it. Take your lute. 
Remember how it used to affect him? This could be 
your opportunity to win him back!" 

Armed with MichaFs encouragement, his lute, and 
a tactfully worded song of loyalty, David made his 
way through the streets of Gibeah at the appointed 
hour. After he was admitted to Saul s house, he 
looked about him for some clue to the king s mood, 
but he noticed nothing unusual about the little 
groups assembling, the exchange of small talk, the 
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servants bringing in the food. Saul s face was in 
scrutable as he greeted his son-in-law. 

"Act as if nothing has happened/* Jonathan advised 
in an undertone when the brothers-in-law exchanged 
salutations. No further private talk was possible. 

Early in the evening, Saul requested music. David 
responded quickly,, hopeful of what this might sig 
nify. As he sang his words of loyalty to the king, set 
to soothing shepherd music, David decided it must 
be going well, for a quiet fell over the guests as they 
listened. He stole a glance toward Saul, and his 
fingers froze and the song died in his throat. 

Saul had stood up. His right arm was high, and in 
it was a javelin! Even as David stared, the mighty 
arm swept down and the wicked spear hurtled 
through the air. 

There was no time to cry out or even to think. 
David twisted frantically. There was the clunk of 
metal in wood, and the javelin quivered in the wall 
behind him. 

Then everything was bedlam. 

Jonathan shouted, "Go, David! Run!" 

Saul roared, "Guard! Seize him!" 

Screams rose in the night. David leaped for the 
door, and before the guard could collect his wits, 
dashed past him into the dark. 
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He had little breath to tell Michal what had hap 
pened. But her quick mind grasped everything, and 
she moved with the speed of a wildcat. She laid out 
a few pieces of clothing, money, food. While David 
bundled those, footsteps sounded in the distance. 

"Quick!" she hissed. "Upstairs!" 

There she tore a blanket in strips and knotted 
them together to make a long rope. 

"Anchor the rope to something. I cannot support 
your weight,** she said. As he moved to do so, Michal 
ran out of the room, darted back with a life-size 
image, which she thrust under the covers of the bed. 
She opened a chest and fished out a goat s-hair pil 
low, which she laid at the head of the statue, pulling 
up the cover so that only the wisps of hair showed. 

David had the rope anchored now. Michal steadied 
it while he climbed over the sill. There was no time 
for farewells. Men were at the front door. As his feet 
struck the earth, David heard MichaFs voice calling 
out to them sleepily, "It is the middle of the night, 
surelyl What do you want?** The rope moved up 
ward, swiftly wound by MichaFs deft hands. 

David stole silently into the blackness. The house 
was not circled yet. The last words he heard were 
MichaTs: "I tell you he is ill. In this bed here, don t 
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you see? Go tell my father that, and don t come back 
until morning." 

She had gained for him a little time, but he dared 
not hope it could be much. The deception might 
even now be discovered. As soon as he thought his 
footsteps would not be heard, David broke into a 
run. He ran as he had never run before: a race 
against time, a race against death. 



THE DEATH OF SAUL 
AND JONATHAN 



WELL BACK FROM THE ENTRANCE of a great cave 
David concealed himself behind a rock and settled 
down to wait. Saul and his army would likely pass 
by, hunt through the wilderness a few days, and then 
give up the chase. 

David looked around. Close by he could see a few 
faces, hard and sun-beaten, the grim, reckless faces 
of men who never slept without their weapons in 
reach. Farther back were shapeless shadows that 
might have been rocks, but were more men of 
David s band brawny fighting men who kept alive 
only by their fierce courage and their ability to sur 
vive constant warfare. 

David turned to watch the cave s entrance, and 
his eyes widened abruptly. There were soldiers from 

5* 
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Saul s army, stopping before the cave! An iron grip 
closed upon David s arm. 

"In here we can stand them off, the whole three 
thousand of them!" It was a harsh whisper from 
Joab, David s second in command. 

"Wait/ David ordered, "They re not preparing an 
attack." 

It was true* Saul s men were dispersing as if to 
rest. A cave would be a welcome coolness after the 
cruel heat of the desert sun. But once they began 
entering the cave 

"In the name of Yahwehr breathed Joab. "The 
king himself!" 

There was no mistaking the tall, powerful figure. 
Saul walked alone to the cave s entrance, stepped 
inside, and stood a moment. He looked around, found 
a smooth place on the cave s floor, and stretched him 
self wearily at full length. From outside came the 
noises of his soldiers, disposing themselves in the 
shade of the cliff and of scattered boulders. Inside 
was such silence that David could hear the king s 
sigh as he turned himself to a more comfortable posi 
tion. In David, a battle of conflicting emotions 
seethed. 

Not three steps away lay the man who had sought 
his life, now unguarded and unaware. In the space 
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of two breaths, with one silent stroke of his sword, 
David could put an end to him and bring an end to 
his own hazardous, hunted way of life. 

It had been a bitter life. Memories closed in on 
David 

First the escape managed by Michal, and the wild 
flight to the town of Nob, with death but a step from 
him all the way. At Nob he had given the priest 
Ahimelech a story of being on an urgent mission 
from the king, and the priest had given David bread 
hallowed bread to which he had no right and a 
sword. With those, he had managed to reach Adul- 
lam. 

While hiding at Adullam, he was joined by his 
parents and brothers, fearful that Saul s vengeance 
might turn upon David s family. David had got his 
old father and mother safely out of the country to 
Moab, with Eliab s help, 

A few kinsmen had stayed with David, and the 
terrible aloneness of the first few days was relieved. 
Then came another man, also fleeing from Saul, to 
join them. Presently two or three more came, men 
who could not pay their debts and were about to 
lose their freedom. More followed. Some merely 
thirsted for adventure. One fled a scolding wife. 
There were a score, before long, who opposed Saul s 
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kingship. There were those who, remembering 
David s successes against the Philistines, hoped he 
would some day overthrow Saul and himself be 
come king. As their number grew, they moved out, 
always hunted, but becoming steadily stronger. 

Their first big action came when the Philistines 
sent an expedition against Keilah, on the fringe of 
Saul s domain, a long distance from Saul s protection* 
But David s men, prowling always on the outskirts, 
were close by. He took them to Keilah s defense and 
turned back the Philistines, hoping thereby to win 
pardon from King Saul, 

But the exploit brought a fresh burst of praise for 
David from the Israelites, and Saul promptly led out 
an army to capture and destroy him. David had fled 
before so great a force. 

He fled to the wilderness of Ziph, of Maon, of 
Engedi. He fled until one desert wilderness looked 
like another, except that he knew them all, knew 
every hiding place and every route of escape. 

And now he could be done with flight. 

"In Yahweh s name, man, strike!" It was Joab s 
voice whispering in his ear. "Kill him before he 
rouses!" 

David drew his sword and looked down at the 
reclining figure. In the half-light, Saul s face showed 
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drawn and tired and old, lined from the struggles of 
battle and the struggles with himself. His exposed 
throat, with its growth of black beard, looked so 
curiously defenseless. To David s mind came the 
memory of a great and powerful man, a king who 
had been kindly to a shepherd boy. 

David seized Joab s arm and led him back into 
the cave, both automatically moving in the complete 
silence of wild and hunted things. At a safe distance, 
David stopped and sheathed his sword 

"I will not kill him." It was an announcement to 
himself as much as to Joab. 

"Not kill him!" came the strangled whisper. "Are 
you mad?" 

"I can not risk it. If I should kill the king whom 
Yahweh has anointed, what might happen to Israel?" 

"You have been driven out of Israel!" Joab hissed. 

"Israel is still Yahwelus kingdom, whether or not 
I am there, no matter what Saul has or has not done. 
Sleeping yonder is the man who was anointed by the 
same Yahweh who promised Abraham that his seed 
would possess this land. The same Yahweh who made 
the covenant with Moses." 

"Talk to me of a covenant made now! We are in 
too much danger to look back upon hundreds of 
years." 
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After a moment David said sadly, "He was once 
as a father to me," 

"More than once he has tried to kill you!" snapped 
Joab. 

"He was not himself. He was torn apart within. 
He has borne too much.** 

Joab seized David s shoulder as if to shake him 
awake* "It is either his life or yours." 

"That," David answered, "is something only Yah- 
weh can decide." 

"You want to consult Yahweh? There is no time. 
And by delay you are committing suicide/* 

"At least I am not taking the life of Yahweh s 
anointed." 

Joab shrugged his great disgust. "As if you had 
never slain a manl Can t you see that you might 
become king yourself some day if Saul were out of 
the way?* 1 

"Who would ever be worthy to become the Lord s 
anointed king if he thought the position so low that 
he could do this thing?" 

"Well " JoaVs eyes were small, cold slits of light 
in the gloom. "I have no scruples. Let me do the 
deed. I am a practical man. I only prefer being alive 
to being dead." 

"No!" David s voice was only a whisper, but it 
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carried the authority that kept him in command of 
these tough, desperate men. Joab fell backward half 
a step. "I forbid you to slay the king of Israel, in the 
name of Yahweh who anointed himr 

Then David turned and made his way back to the 
sleeping king. Noiselessly he cut a piece from the 
folds of Saul s cloak 

He rose and by gesture ordered his men to move 
farther back into the cave. He watched until they 
were out of sight. He was alone with Saul. 

"I do not understand you,** Joab said, hours later, 
when Saul s army had departed and David had called 
his men out of the cave. "It was mad of you not to 
loll him. Madder still to cut the cloth from his cloak/ 

David spread the piece on a rock in the moonlight. 
"It showed him that I had spared him. It was evi 
dence that I could have slain him, but did not/ 

Joab drew his breath, sharply. "You confronted 
him with it? What did he say?" 

" 1 have sinned: return, my son David: for I will 
no more do thee harm, because my soul was precious 
in thine eyes this day: behold, I have played the 
fool, and have erred exceedingly/ " 

"Why," exclaimed Joab, "you are a genius, son of 
Jessel This is far better than if you had killed him. 
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You have made us free men. And yet you have turned 
no one against us. You will liave a tremendous fol 
lowing when people hear. This is the shrewdest 
political move I have ever seen." 

David shook his head. *I am grateful for your 
loyalty, Joab. But your hopes mislead you." He 
turned to the gathering men and called out to get 
their attention. 

"Today I used this cloth," he told them, "to talk 
with the king of Israel. He who one moment was 
hunting us to kill us in the next moment vowed no 
harm should come to us. For years he has thought 
I seek his kingdom, and now in a breath he calls me 
David, my son/ * David s voice faltered for a mo 
ment. 

Then he went on, "So now I do not know what to 
expect. For myself, I feel I dare stay in Israel no 
longer. If any of you wish to return to Saul, go. 
Those who would stay with me, get your wives and 
families and gather your belongings. Meet me in the 
usual place, prepared for a journey. A long journey ? 

David turned to Joab while astonished mutterings 
arose among the men. Joab said, "Then you think 
the . . . evil spirit is indeed upon him?" 

David lifted his great shoulders as if they bore too 
heavy a weight. "Jonathan told me, a long time ago, 
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that it would come to this. Get me a messenger to 
carry this dispatch to Achish, the king of Gatk" 

"Gathl You mean we are going over to the Philis 
tines?" 

"We must go," David answered harshly, "where 
we shall be welcome/* 

David was grateful for the hospitality of Achish. 
Well aware that his presence in the Philistine prov 
ince strengthened the Philistines in their dealings 
with Saul, David still was grateful for the extra 
things that Achish provided for the Israelites espe 
cially for the city of Zildag, where they could dwell 
somewhat apart from their alien neighbors. 

Safe from Saul, David had time in Ziklag to be 
come acquainted with his growing family. The two 
wives he had taken in the wilderness were different 
from each other, and from the daughter of Saul, the 
wife Michal whom he had lost, but David found in 
each a reason for pride. Ahinoam, the Jezreelitess, was 
small and dark, and as shy as Michal had been regal. 
For a time she was lonely for the country they had 
left and for her own people, but when their son 
Amnon was born the baby absorbed her completely, 
and she asked for nothing more than to mother the 
child and to serve her lord. 
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Abigail, the widow of Nabal, was serene, soft- 
spoken, restful. David and site spent many hours 
reminiscing about the days before she was Davids 
wife, when David was roving the countryside where 
she and Nabal lived. 

"We had no food and no way to get food/ David 
would recall. "That was why we protected people s 
flocks from thieving nomads. Then we could ask 
food, in payment. Nabal was the only one who re 
fused to pay." 

"And he the wealthiest man in Carmeir Abigail 
would shake her head* "When I heard how my hus 
band refused you and brought you the provisions 
myself, I had no idea he would become so enraged 
or that he would soon die!" 

"Or that you would later have the outlaw for a 
husband?" 

"You are no outlawl" She knew he was teasing 
her, but she always rose to the bait. "You are a great 
man, David, son of Jesse and your time will come. 
I know it will cornel" 

David did not pursue the point with Abigail, but 
his outlaw days were continuing more than she knew. 
Only two moons ago he had made a secret raid on 
the Gezrites in the desert to the south. Before that 
he had raided the Amalekites. 
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These were appallingly dangerous expeditions, for 
the deserts were under the protection of Philistia. 
Yet idleness among David s guerilla force of six hun 
dred men would have been more dangerous. Their 
violent energies demanded action. Moreover, he felt 
compelled to keep their fighting skills honed sword- 
sharp with practice. The Philistines had been ene 
mies too long for the Israelites to feel completely 
comfortable living among them. What lay ahead 
only Yahweh knew. 

But the desert tribes lived in small groups, widely 
scattered. One could be attacked without another s 
knowing what was happening, That is, if not one 
person was left alive to carry news. 

And they were wealthy, those people of the desert. 
David s men took much booty on every trip, so that 
in every battle they fought more fiercely than in the 
last. Yet it was the booty that was the greatest 
source of danger to them. 

How could he explain their constantly increasing 
wealth? Where had aH these things come from? 

To the wives and children at ZiHag, it was enough 
to say that the booty was taken on expeditions for 
Achish, But what about Achish himself? 

David hit upon the plan of making generous gifts 
to Achish, telling him the booty had been taken in 
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raids upon their ex-coimtrymen in Judah or Jerah- 
meel or elsewhere. The gifts seemed to make it easier 
for Achish to believe the stories. 

At the same time, David secretly managed to get 
some of the booty to his kinsmen and old friends in 
Judah, until he came to be looked upon as a bene 
factor. Actually, his popularity increased in Judah 
while he was living with the Philistines. 

It was a dangerous, double-edged game, but David 
decided it to be worth the risk if he could at one and 
the same time weaken his enemies while convincing 
them of his loyalty, and still retain the favor of his 
countrymen. 

He was only too successful in convincing Achish 
of his loyalty. Sixteen months after coming to Ziklag, 
David received a message from his Philistinian pro 
tector. The Philistines were preparing a large-scale 
war against Saul. David was invited to join the at 
tackon the side of Philistia! 

The two-edged sword had turned on him! David 
had known it must eventually happen, and yet he 
was not ready for it. He could not refuse to go with 
the Philistines and give away the falseness of the 
loyalty he had pretended. He would be dead by 
nightfall if he did that! Yet how could he turn traitor 
to his own country, when it came to the actual test? 
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Slay Ids own kinsmen? Murder Ms old friends? Have 
the blood of Jonathan on his sword? David wished 
with all his soul he were back in the wilderness, with 
no greater problem than to escape murder at the 
hand of Saul. But there was no road back. 

There was nothing to do but assemble his six hun 
dred men and on the appointed day join the Philis 
tine host. 

And what an awesome host it wasl Ahead and 
back, far as eye could reach, armored men in march 
ing order, supply wagons lumbering and jolting in 
the hot haze of dust. Would Saul be able to muster 
sufficient forces in time? 

Miserably, David realized that his own men would 
make a difference, perhaps the difference. They were 
more than a match for any thousand of the Philis 
tines, If a brilliant strategist like Saul had them at 
his disposal But how to put them at his disposal? 
David could see no way. 

They marched a day and camped for the night and 
marched another day. Among the six hundred there 
was an increasingly sullen quiet. At the end of the 
second night, Joab interrupted David s restless sleep. 

"The men ask you for some word," said the hard- 
faced captain. "Fighting off SauTs pursuits of us is 
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one thing. Helping the Philistines reduce Israel to 
subjection is another/* 

David had to say something. "Tell the men/* he 
began, and stopped. Coming into his camp was a 
group of Philistines* In the front was Achish, and 
with him were the four other lords from the city- 
states that, with Gath, comprised the federation that 
was Philistia. 

"Friend David," said Achish, "our council here has 
decided to ask you and your men to return to ZiHag." 

David s relief was so immense that for a moment 
he could not believe his ears. But then he said, "Why? 
Have we not proved our loyalty to our Philistine 
friends?" 

Achish answered, "To me you have proved your 
loyalty, but my fellow-captains feel that in the stress 
of battle we can afford to take no chances/* 

Without more ado, David turned to Joab and 
finished the sentence he had begun. "Tell the men 
that we return to ZiHag at once/ 

The spirits of the six hundred rose with every mile 
of the return trip. Not so with David, He was haunted 
by visions of the Israelites, hurling themselves in 
bloody despair at that dreadful wall of Philistine 
steel and bronze. And still he could think of no way 
to prevent it. 
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His soldiers came in sight of ZiHag, and his brood 
ing was shattered. Ziklag was a smoldering ruin! 
Even from a distance it was plain that the city had 
been burned to the ground. 

After the first sharp halt and shocked staring, they 
as one man broke into a run, keeping abreast of the 
rumbling supply wagons, even though the drivers 
lashed their beasts. 

Then it was a nightmare scenepanting, sobbing 
men running amongst the ruins and crying out the 
names of wives and children. David ran with the 
rest. "Amnon, my sonl Ahinoam! Abigail!" There 
were no answers, But neither did they find any 
bodies! 

Abruptly David stopped. Four days ago, this had 
been a fair city with thick walls. Black, burning fury 
seized him. The raiders would regret this day! The 
Philistines would regret it! David raised his voice in 
a bellow of command. 

They found signs that the raiders had gone south, 
and they set out in that direction into the desert at 
forced march. David s voice lashed them on. 

"Our wives and children are captive, to be held for 
ransom, or sold into slavery, or put to torture! And 
you ask for rest?" 

They halted at dusk to snatch a few bits of food 
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and then plunged on into the night Their water 
supply ran low. The sun rose pitilessly over the shift 
ing sand. 

"Of course the sun is hot! Do you think it is any 
cooler on the heads of our women and babies? For 
ward!" 

Tough, hardened men of war began to walk in 
weaving steps under the weight of their weapons. 
The heads of the beasts hung low. When in the after 
noon a black line appeared on the horizon, they 
thought at first it was only a cruel vision of heat and 
thirst. 

It was the brook Besor! The animals smelled the 
water and broke into a shuffling run. The exhausted 
men stumbled forward to fall on the banks of the 
stream. 

David quenched his own thirst and sat looking off 
across the barren wastelands ahead, cruelly beautiful 
in the setting sun, an endless swirl of wind-blown 
sand that covered tracks. There was a stir behind 
him. 

The men brought him a youth they had found, an 
Egyptian, a slave of the Amalekite raiders who had 
fallen upon Ziklag. The raiders had left the slave 
behind, sick. 
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"Could you lead us to them?" David demanded. 
"We would let you ride an animal/* 

"Would my lord promise not to turn me back to 
my master?" begged the youth. 

"I swear it by Yahweh," David promised. 

"Then we can be there by this time tomorrow 
evening/* 

David pushed himself to his feet. "We move out 
again!" 

He was greeted by groans, "As Yahweh is my wit 
ness, I cannot move another step/* "My lord, let us 
rest only a little while/ Here and there a man came 
to his feet. 

Joab said, *The men have traveled at forced march 
for two days and a night, with little food and less 
water. We cannot go on without rest/ 

David looked about at them. More were up, now, 
though some were unsteady on their feet. He said to 
Joab, "I am going on to find my family. Those who 
can, come with me. The rest stay here with the bag 
gage and wait for us. We will go faster so/ 

A third of them, he guessed, looking back pres 
ently, stayed behind. There were still four hundred 
with him, and they were the best of his best. He set 
his face to the desert and strode on. 

It was a tent city they came upon the next eve- 
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ning, a vast spread o black canopies around an oasis, 
hundreds of people scattered about, feasting in cele 
bration. The men had laid aside their arms, believ 
ing themselves safe from any immediate pursuit. 

David s compact wedge of flint-hard warriors 
struck with stunning, shattering force. The Amale- 
kite raiders never rallied. After the first reeling shock 
of the onslaught, a number of the men sped to the 
enclosure where the racing camels were kept, 
mounted, and fled. Later David learned from the 
women that four hundred men had escaped his fury. 
Now he only knew that his men were no longer so 
greatly outnumbered. 

"My lord David!" cried a woman s voice, and the 
next moment he had in his arms Amnon and Ahi- 
noam, safe and well. 

In fact, when at long last the savage battle was 
over, they found all the Israelite captives safe and 
well. The Amalekites had only meant to hold them 
for ransom. 

This, David soon realized, was the richest tribe 
they had ever attacked. There were great herds of 
sheep and camels and some cattle. There were 
wagons still loaded with booty taken by the raiders, 
not only from Ziklag but from other places. There 
were storehouse tents filled with more treasure, grain 
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and oil and spices. It would be a heavy task merely 
to haul It back. 

"No hurry/* said David. "The need for haste is 
past, and we can take all the time we need to get our 
treasure home." 

When the laden caravan with its trailing herds ap 
proached the Besor, the two hundred men there 
rushed out to meet their companions. Glad shouts 
filled the air as they found their families safe, and 
there was a hubbub of excitement with the many re 
unions. Gradually, however, as they settled down by 
the brook to make their camp for the night, David 
noticed a subtle change in the tone of the company s 
talk. Time and again envious murmurs reached his 
ears as the men who had been left behind eyed the 
battle spoil. 

"Why couldn t it have been on an earlier expedi 
tion that I fell behind!" 

"Yes the many fruitless ones where escape from 
death was our only pay! * 

"It is the first battle I ever failed to finish!" 

"My family s need has never been so great. In 
Zildag we lost everything, yet I have no share of all 
this." 

"We lost everything, too. We have nothing, abso 
lutely nothing." 
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*Tf only some one had made me waken kicked 
me, beaten me, anything so I would have gone on!* 9 

David turned away from the encampment and 
paced up and down under the darkening desert sky. 
The men who had remained at the brook had reason 
for complaint. Yet it had always been that the men 
who did the fighting got the battle spoil. Just be 
cause it had always been, though, did it always have 
to be? At Nob, escaping Saul, David had had to 
break with tradition. He had lied to the priest 
Ahimelech and taken hallowed bread that he had no 
right to take. He would be dead today if he hadn t. 
If it were to do over again, David knew he would 
do the same thing again not out of disrespect for 
the sacredness of the altar, but because the old an 
swers simply did not fit the new and desperate need. 
If he could depart from tradition at Nob for himself, 
couldn t he do it at the brook Besor for his men? 

David turned back, his mind made up. He called 
the men from their evening campfires, and to the 
assemblage he made a pronouncement. 

"A division must be made of the battle spoil. The 
choicest of everything shall, of course, go as a sacri 
fice to Yahweh, who has blessed us with victory. A 
portion shall be saved for future gifts to our kinsmen 
in Israel, whose friendship we shall sorely need in 
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the troubled times that lie ahead. Of the remainder, 
I have decided that the men who remained with the 
baggage shall not be without share/* 

He stopped to let the meaning of what he had said 
sink fully into their consciousness. Then he made a 
brief explanation: "All men can not give alike at all 
times. Their talents differ, from man to man, and 
from day to day in the same man. One man can give 
one thing today. Another man can give another thing 
tomorrow. Those who stayed here have been in the 
forefront of former battles and will be at the front 
of future battles, while some who fought this time 
may be unable to fight the next time. Therefore, I 
command that our riches shall be equally divided 
among us all. In the company of David, all shall 
share and share alike/* 

There was a moment of complete silence, then a 
rising babble of sound. David, hearing the approvals 
blending with the protests, turned to his own tent, 
where he planned to remain until they talked them 
selves out. They would end by accepting it, for it 
was a just decision. 

David s band stopped when they came to the ruins 
of Ziklag. But there was nothing for them there. In 
his own mind, David couldn t decide whether they 
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would dare be there when the Philistines returned. 
Should David take his people back to Israel? Who 
knew what might have happened in Israel these kst 
few days? 

Then, abruptly, they found out. A battered mes 
senger, his clothes torn and his face matted with dust 
and blood, rode into the ashes of ZiHag and asked to 
see David. David, as he rushed from the tent he was 
using for shelter, knew a chill of foreboding even 
before the messenger opened his mouth to speak* 

"Israel has fallen!" the stranger gasped. The cities 
are in the hands of the Philistines. The Israelite sol 
diers are slain in great numbers. On Mount Gilboa 
King Saul lies dead, and his sons lie dead with him." 

A frozen hand seemed to close over David s heart. 
"Not Jonathan!" he rasped. "You cannot mean Jona 
than is dead!" 

"Jonathan and Malchishua and Abinadab." 

"You lie!" It was a howl of anguish. 

"I do not lie, my lord. King Saul and his sons are 
dead. I have proof/ The man fumbled in his torn 
cloak, drew forth a bracelet. Saul s bracelet! 

Inside David some light, some hope, went out. 

"The Philistines were coming to cut off the heads 
and to strip the bodies/ the bearer of news babbled 
on. "But I was there when Saul fell on his sword. I 
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saved this bracelet from his arm while the blood was 
still running warm from his side, and managed to 
escape. I rode without stopping a day and a night 
to bring it to you. To one who has suffered at the 
hand of Saul as you have, the proof of his death 
should be worth something!" 

"Worth!" David cried out in pain. "You thought to 
me such a token should have worth? But of course it 
has worth! * David threw back his head and laughed, 
a hollow, madman s laugh. "Here, men! Pay this dog 
of a messenger. Pay him with death for his tokenl 
Death for the message he brings!" 

The laughter continued to tear out of David as the 
man was dragged away. Then it caught in his throat 
and turned to sobbing. He rent his clothes and f el 
upon the ground, reaching for the ashes from the 
ruined city of ZiHag to heap upon his head. 

How long the sobbing continued, or how many 
hours he spent wandering through the desolate 
streets and over the barren countryside, David would 
never know. 

But finally out of his agony came a new song, a 
song to relieve the terrible anguish of his spirit. 

The beauty of Israel is slain upon thy high 
places: how are the mighty fallen! 
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Tell it not in Gath, publish it not in the streets 
of Askelon; lest the daughters of the Philis 
tines rejoice, lest the daughters of the tindr- 
cumcised triumph. 

The music came as if from Yahweh, a thin, sob 
bing melody, infinitely sweet. 

Ye mountains of Gilboa, let there be no dew, 
neither let there be rain, upon you, nor fields 
of offerings: for there the shield of the mighty 
is vilely cast away, the shield of Saul, as 
though he had not been anointed with oil. 

From the blood of the slain, from the -fat of the 
mighty, the bow of Jonathan turned not back, 
and the sword of Saul returned not empty. 

His fingers moved as if lie held his lute and were 
plucking out the music that belonged to the dead. 

Saul and Jonathan were lovely and pleasant in 
their lives, and in their death they were not 
divided: they were swifter than eagles, they 
were stronger than lions. 

The music, too, was swift and strong, as Saul and 
Jonathan had lived. David could hear in his mind 
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the cadence on which it should end, his kst and 
greatest song to the king of Israel. 

Only there was no king of Israel to hear it Yah- 
weh s anointed king was lost to Israeli David turned 
up his face to the sky. Under these same stars Jona 
than lay dead tonight, and Israel lay defeated. 

Defeated, and without a king. 
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THE HOLY ARK OF ISRAEL 



IT WAS SOME SEVEN TEAKS LATER that David received 
another tremendously important message. But this 
time he ordered food and restnot death for the 
messenger. The communication was from Abner and 
meant, or might mean, significant news for every 
Israelite tribe from Dan to Beersheba. David retired 
to his own quarters to ponder the messenger s words 
and to think over what his answer should be. 

Things had changed greatly in those seven years. 
Now David was a king, the anointed king of Judah, 
ruling from the city of Hebron and exerting leader 
ship over some of the southern tribes. But the great 
peoples of Benjamin and Ephraim and other tribes 
of the north had remained loyal to the house of 
Kish, Saul s family. These had, as king, Saul s only 
remaining son, Ishbosheth, a man of good intentions 

77 
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but no ability, who held Ms position only because 
Abner, Saul s trusty old army leader, supported and 
guided him. An Israel divided, of course, suited the 
Philistines exactly: a weak leader in the north, and 
their own man as they still regarded David in the 
south, and they controlled Israel with no trouble at 

an. 

Yet David had never given up his dream of a 
united Israel. And now He summoned a servant and 
sent for Abiathar. In view of the crucial decision at 
hand, perhaps Abiathar would consult the ephod 
for him. 

The priest Abiathar had determined the will of 
Yahweh for David before. As he waited, David re 
called the early days when he was fleeing Saul and 
had gone to Abiathar s father, the high priest Ahime- 
lech, at Nob. Enraged that Ahimelech had allowed 
himself to be tricked into giving David the hallowed 
bread and the sword, Saul had had Ahimelech and 
the other eighty-five priests at Nob put to death. 
Only one escaped. That one was Abiathar, Ahime- 
lech s son. He had fled to David. 

1 have occasioned the death of all the persons of 
thy father s house," David, humble in his guilt, had 
admitted to Abiathar. "Stay with me. Fear not, for 
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he that seeks my life seeks your life; with me you 
shall be in safekeeping/ 

They had been fast friends from that day forward. 
It had been for David a welcome and unexpected 
resource to have with him a wearer of the liners 
ephod that contained the sacred lots, David had 
asked Abiathar to determine the will of Yahweh for 
him on many an important occasion* After SauTs 
death, when David was not sure whether he should 
leave Ziklag, Abiathar had inquired of Yahweh. 

"Shall I go up into any of the cities of Judah?" 
David had asked. 

With fitting ceremony, Abiathar had reached into 
the pouch of his ephod, where Urim and Thumrnim, 
the sacred stones, lay. Urim would mean, "Do not 
go up." Thummim would mean, "Go up/ 7 

He had drawn out Thummim! 

Whither shall I go up?" had been David s nesct 
breathless question. 

Abiathar had petitioned, "If it is to a city other 
than Hebron, may we have sign by Urim; if it is to 
Hebron, by Thummim, in the name of Yahweh, King 
of Hosts/* 

From the linen ephod, the priest had again drawn 
the sacred lot. Again it was Thummim, To Hebron! 
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Yahweh s blessing was upon David. No wonder he 
was anointed king! 

Now Abiathar came again, a lean, dark man with 
a farawayness in his eyes that seemed to belie the 
friendliness of his smile. 

"Would it be possible to consult Yahweh as to 
whether I should say yes* or no to this request?" 
David asked. "Abner, Saul s old captain, sends me 
word that he wishes to meet me to discuss some 
matters that might concern the future of Israel" 

Abiathar s gaze was questioning. "You believe 
them to be significant matters?" 

"I feel they could be. Handled rightly, with Yah- 
wehs blessing, very significant. If Abner is about to 
break with King Ishbosheth and I suspect this to 
be true, else Abner would never have opened nego 
tiations with me a union of all the tribes of Israel 
could now be forged!" 

"If Abner is withdrawing his support from Ish 
bosheth, you feel the northern tribes will turn to 
ward a stronger, a more proven, leader?" Abiathar 
ventured, "Toward you?" 

David did not want to sound conceited, but "It 
is possible. I do not know. They remember Saul with 
great loyalty. But I have tried to remind them on 
different occasions that I too was loyal to Saul." 
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"On what occasions?" Abiathar probed. 

"You may remember that I sent a message of 
thanks to the men of Jabesh-gilead when they re 
covered the bodies of Saul and his sons from the 
wall of Beth-shan where the Philistines had nailed 
them. For rescuing the remains from degradation, 
and for providing fitting burial under the tamarisk 
tree in Jabesh, I thanked these men* Surely they 
understood that I too grieved for their murdered 



"That was a long time ago/* Abiathar reminded 
him* 

"So/* David nodded, "I need to show them again 
my regard for Saul. Find some new way to point it 
out. Something that would impress all the men of 
the north. Only what? Do you suppose Yahweh ?" 

Abiathar shook his head. "Yahweh cannot give you 
a sign at this time. You are not ready to ask if some 
thing is right or wrong, for you have not thought 
of anything." The spare priest rose. "I am sorry you 
have such heavy responsibilities to bear alone, David, 
and for the weight your shoulders must carry. It is 
a grave thing to be a king. If you can think the 
matter through and form some plan, perhaps then 
the time will be propitious for seeking Yahweh s 
word." 
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David stared after Abiathar. Form some plan 

What lie needed was to find some clear, forceful 
way of showing all tike Israelites that he wanted to 
cany Saul s work forward, not to displace Saul in 
their minds. David rose and paced restlessly back 
and forth across the room. Why couldn t they see it? 
David had been so close to Saul his song-maker, his 
armor-bearer, his soldier to fight the Philistines, even 
his son-in-law. His son-in-law! 

Suddenly, like a flash of lightning, it came to him. 
Michal! He would demand Michal backl David 
stood stock still. That was the one move that might 
do it* Restoration of Michal as his wife would force 
them to remember that David was a member of the 
family of their king. 

David called for trusted messengers to carry his 
answer to Abner, for he was fully certain now of 
what he wanted to say. 

Then he again summoned a servant, and this time 
he sent for Joab, Joab was still the leader of such 
army as David had. 

There was an arrogant air about Joab as he en 
tered the room. His leathery features were sharp as 
ever, seamed now with lines of cruelty that brought 
out the hardness of his small, slanted eyes. Well, he 
himself was no longer a handsome youth, David 
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thought. There was gray in Ms reddish hair, and 
lines in his own face that told of the dangers and 
hardships he had been through. 

David said, "I have received a messenger from 
Mahanaim, the northern capital" 

"I know," said Joab. "Anything of importance?" 

"Abner wants to have a meeting/" 

Joab sat very still. "You think he s removing his 
support from Ishbosheth? w 

"I intend to find out. You and I wiE meet Abner 
near Gibeon." 

"Gibeon!* Fear sat oddly on Joab s face, David 
had not often seen him afraid. Yet he was now, and 
for good reason. It was at Gibeon that he had gone 
beyond his orders, and against David s wishes. On 
his own initiative he had launched an attack against 
Abner and a detachment of northern soldiers. Abner 
had lost heavily, more than Joab. But Joab s brother 
Asahel had been slain pursuing Abner. The whole 
senseless fight had gained nothing. 

David waited. Presently Joab said, "Why me? I 
have nothing to do with negotiations. I only lead 
soldiers in battle. That is my way of serving the 
king" 

Very loyal words, thought David. He wondered 
how loyal Joab would be if his king had two com- 
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inanders, Joab and Abner, and ordered them to share 
authority. 

"You go with me/ David told Joab, "because I am 
writing Abner I will not meet him unless he brings 
back to me, at the meeting place near Gibeon, my 
wife Michai" 

"Michair 

"Michal was my first wife, and she was taken from 
me by force/* 

Joab said slowly, "Michal is also Saul s daughter, 
and the northern tribes are loyal to the memory of 
Saul. This will remind them as nothing else could 
that you were once a member of SauTs family and a 
loyal soldier in his service," 

"You are not stupid, Joab/ David smiled. "So you 
will go before me into the meeting place to see if 
Abner has really brought Michal. That will prove he 
is in authority and Ishbosheth is not. If Michal is 
there, you will bring her back here, a fitting escort 
for a king s wife, while I go on with the negotiations." 

Joab carried out his orders meticulously. He ac 
companied David on the journey, and he went into 
the place of meeting while David waited outside. He 
reappeared to beckon David to enter. David, com 
plying, had a hard time keeping his walk steady, 
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knowing it was Michal, and success, that lie was 
moving forward to greet! 

It was a tense reunion. Michal walked across the 
strange courtyard with her old regal grace. David s 
heart leaped* The daughter of Saul to the last inch! 
Born to royaltyl 

It is good to have you back, Michal, my beloved," 
he said, embracing her. 

The small body was rigid and the voice so low 
that no one could overhear. "How does my lord 
mean good? Good for his personal life, or good for 
his political f uture?" 

David felt his cheeks grow hot. MichaFs mind 
could always cut through smooth-sounding words 
with the sharpness of a sword. 

"For both, it is my hope/* David said honestly. 
Then, looking into the dark eyes of Michal, he 
added, "Though I know things wiU not be the same 
as they once were." 

"No/ she answered. "There is no use pretending 
that they will/ 

The pause that followed spoke eloquently of the 
six other wives David now had, although the names 
of Abigail and Ahinoam and Maacah and Haggith 
and Abital and Eglah were not spoken. Nor were 
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those of the six sturdy sons of David, and the merry, 
dark-eyed daughters. 

"One thing only remains the same as always," 
Michal finally went on* David looked hopefully 
down into the sober face, but he saw that a bitter 
curve had settled onto the full mouth. *1 am still 
the daughter of Saul/* 

She turned away* David summoned Joab. Then 
he could only stand looking after the small, proud 
figurebleak as it was proud. If only he could have 
said he had sent for her out of his love for her. But 
he had sent for her because she was Saul s daughter, 
and she knew it. There was no use trying to pretend 
otherwise. Pretending never succeeded with Michal. 

Finally David turned to the business at hand. 
Abner was waiting. Much negotiating lay ahead. He 
must summon all his resources. Complications and 
involvements would be certain in such a vast un 
dertaking as uniting the rival tribes of Israel, To that 
task and that goal he must now dedicate himself. 

In the weeks and months and years that followed, 
David found that the demands of the task were even 
greater than he had expected. But eventually the 
union of all the tribes of Israel was brought about, 
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and David ruled over them as king. There came a 
day when once more he sent for Joab. 

"Why have you summoned me," Joab inquired, 
**now that the war with the Philistines is wonF* 

David motioned him to a chair across the table 
and looked thoughtfully at the commander he had 
long since learned he could not afford to do with 
out In memory he saw many things he would have 
liked to forget. 

The killing of Abner was the worst. Faithful 
Abner, the invited guest of David, returning home 
after celebrating the pact between the north and the 
south. Treacherously recalled by Joab and slain at 
David s gatesl 

"To avenge the slaying of my brother Asahel, 3 * 
Joab had declared, taking refuge behind an ancient 
law of the land that allowed for such vengeance. 

David could remember his own sense of outrage 
at the magnitude of Joab s treachery. He had felt an 
overpowering helplessness. Requital for such a deed 
belonged only to Yahweh, and with Yahweh he had 
rested it. The people had understood. They had un 
derstood David s oneness with them in their grief 
for Abner. They had caught the ring of truth in 
David s agonized lament for Saul s loyal captain: 
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Died Abner as a fool dieth? 

Thy hands were not bound, nor thy feet 

put into fetters: as a man falleth before 

toicked men, so iellest thou* 

They too had been willing to rest judgment with 
Yahweh. 

And Yahweh had seen fit to let Joab live. He had 
seen fit to turn Joab s talents for rutihlessness and 
for war to the benefit of Israel. How else could Israel 
have repelled the Philistines in its early years as a 
united kingdom? How else could David possibly 
plan this thing he was about to bring to Joab now, 
if it were not for the man s relentless cunning? 

"Could we capture Jerusalem?" David put the 
question point-blank. He saw the slanting eyes nar 
row, and he talked on, giving Joab time to weigh 
his answers. 

"We are again in danger, now that the Philistine 
menace is laid. People forget their differences in the 
face of a common danger, as you well know. In that 
sense, the onslaught of the Philistines strengthened 
us, for we had to band together to survive. Now 
we no longer have to band together and we may 
fall apart. We need some new goal to weld us." 
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"Like a new capital?" Understanding began to 
dawn on Joab s seamed face* 

David nodded. "Hebron, or any other city in the 
south, is not a capital to the liking o the northern 
tribes. If we move back to Gibeah, or any other city 
in the north, Judah and the other southern tribes 
will be offended. We cannot afford jealousies and 
rivalries from within." 

"But Jerusalem is neither northern nor southern*** 
Approval crept into JoaVs voice* 

"If Jerusalem were ours, we would command the 
principal lines of communication between the north 
and the south, and between the east and west We 
could become a prominent trade center," David 
warmed to his subject. "Other nations would take 
notice of Israel if our capital were Jerusalem/ 

Joab smiled thinly. "Very good for everybody 
except the Jebusites, to whom the city now belongs." 

"That," said David, "is why I am consulting you. 
The city s walls are notoriously strong. You know 
their boast that with walls such as theirs, lame men 
and blind could hold the city against a host." 

"I like overconfident foes," returned Joab. This 
was the kind of adventure exactly suited to his taste. 

"We would let the Jebusites retain all their land 
except for the city itself," David put in hopefully. 
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If that makes any difference to you," Joab 
shrugged. "It doesn t to me. What concerns me the 
Jebusites do not talk of their underground passage 
to the Spring of Gihon, do they? I believe that it 
and the connecting shaft are quite large enough for 
a man to crawl through. If we made a great show of 
attacking their famous walls, and their watercourse 
started spouting Israelite soldiers from within while 
they were manning those walls " 

The eyes were barely open slits now. David leaned 
back, shuddering slightly as he listened. Yahweh 
surely had not spared Joab for nothingl 

Jerusalem became the city of David. And in the 
course of years, a dream grew in David s mind that 
Jerusalem should become something more. 

Excitement filled the air. Even the children in the 
palace of King David sensed it and would not eat 
the food laid before them, nor take their naps when 
it was time. How could anyone take a nap, when 
the Ark was coming to Jerusalem! 

Just what the Ark was, or why everyone was so 
excited about it, the children could not have told 
one another. Everyone the gatekeeper, the cooks, 
the gardeners, their mothers, the prophet Nathan, 
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even their father David was busying himself as if 
for a festival, but no one made any sense when he 
talked about the ArL Amnon acted as if he knew 
what the Ark was, but then he always acted as if 
he knew everything, to remind them he was the 
oldest son, Absalom was quite sure Amnon didn t 
really know, any more than he or Adonijah or their 
sisters knew. Absalom proposed to find out 

He waited until the last official had departed from 
the king s quarters, until the doorkeeper had paced 
to the far end of the hall. Then Absalom, hiding 
under the staircase, made a dash for his father s 
room. His hand was already on the latch of the for 
bidden door by the time the keeper had turned, and 
before the man could reach him, Absalom was safe 
inside, alone with his father* 

The king was lying on a couch, but he was not yet 
asleep. He raised one eyelid to regard his small son 
and said sternly, "Why are you not playing in the 
courtyard with the others at this hour?" 

"I beg my father s forgiveness." Absalom bowed, 
lourishingly, as he had seen the king of Tyre bow, 
and from the corner of his eyes he was delighted 
to see a smile tugging at his father s mouth. "But I 
wish to ask him a question." 

Why did you not ask your mother or the prophet 
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Nathan at your morning lesson?" The voice was stfll 
cross, but his father called out a dismissal when the 
doorkeeper knocked, so the boy knew the pretense 
of scolding was nearly over. 

He settled onto a low stool, glad that he had 
scrubbed his face extra clean and brushed out his 
flowing black hair with special care. "I have asked 
them. Tve asked everyone. But their answers don t 
make any sense. So I have come to you, Father/ 7 

David rose to a sitting position. "What is the 
question, my handsome little son?" he asked gently. 

"It concerns the Ark, Father. What is the Ark? 
And why is everyone going so crazy about its being 
brought to Jerusalem tomorrow?" 

David s eyes took on a faraway look, and for a 
moment Absalom thought his father might start the 
same sort of talking as the others. But his father s 
eyes turned back to him, he hesitated for a moment 
as if to choose his words, and then he spoke matter- 
of-factly. 

"When you look at the Ark, my son, you will think 
it is only a box. A rather ordinary box, made of 
acacia wood, with handles to lift it by. But the rea 
son everyone is going so crazy, as you put it, is that 
though the Ark looks like a box, it is much more 
than a box/ 
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"Please, Father/* Absalom said earnestly, "don t 
talk like Nathan." 

David bit his Hp. "How can I put it so you will 
understand? Perhaps if I tell you a story" 

Absalom stretched his small legs in front of him 
and took a deep breath. A storyl This was more than 
he had hoped for. How jealous he would make his 
brothers, retelling it to them tonight. 

"Long, long ago, before there was an Israel, Yah- 
weh chose Abraham out of aU the people of the 
earth. Yahweh promised Abraham, In thee shall all 
the families of the earth be blessed. " 

"And Abraham let Yahweh know he was listening 
by being cir circumcised." The child stumbled over 
the long word in his eagerness to display to his 
father his knowledge of their people s origins. 

David nodded. "Much later, as you know from 
your lessons with Nathan, Yahweh led our fore 
fathers out of Egypt. They had become slaves in 
Egypt and were greatly oppressed/* 

"Yahweh chose Moses as their leader then/* Absa 
lom recited. 

"Yes. With Moses to lead them, Yahweh redeemed 
our forefathers from slavery. Then there came the 
time when we were wanderers in the desert, when 
our grandfathers grandfathers had no home. Each 
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time they had to move on to a new place, there were 
some things so precious they could never, never 
think of leaving them behind/* 

Absalom s eyes grew bright with imagining. The 
Tables of Stone from the days of Mosesl The brazen 
serpentl Aaron s rod that burst into blossom! "Oh, 
so they put these treasures in a box, and carried 
them along, and that box is the Ark, and that is why 
everyone is so excited that the Ark is coming to Jeru 
salem tomorrow/* 

"Not so fasti" his father reproved him. "You know 
much less than you think you know. Do you, or do 
you not, want to hear this story?" 

Absalom nodded sulkily and lowered his eyes. 
Less than any of David s other sons could Absalom 
stand scolding. 

"When your forefathers had to move on to a new 
place, there were some things so precious they could 
never, never think of leaving them behind/ David 
repeated. "Like the sacred Ark After a long, long 
period of wandering, it was brought to Shiloh. For 
a whole generation it rested in Shiloh, safely, they 
thought-" 

"You mean it wasn t safe?" Absalom scooted to 
the very edge of his stool, the scolding forgotten at 
the prospect of new excitement 
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"Our people went out to a battle with the Philis 
tines/* David continued, "They took the Ark with 
them, because it was going to be a hard battle and 
they needed trophies of their God right beside 
them!" 

"Naturallyl" Absalom nodded* so his father 
wouldn t waste time explaining. When in danger, of 
course you took the symbols of your God with you 
you couldn t afford to leave them behind, 

"But it was captured.** 

"Captured!" Absalom lapsed into an awed silence. 
Finally he shook his head and muttered, "I never 
saw anything like those Philistines. Always and for 
evertrouble, trouble, troubler 

That s what our Ark caused them trouble," 
David chuckled darkly. "It started at Ashdod, where 
the Philistines carried the Ark and set it up beside 
their god, Dagon, thinking to belittle Yahweh. That 
night Dagon toppled overl" 

"Good for Yahwehl" Absalom cheered, imagining 
Yahweh slipping out of the box at night and giving 
old Dagon the shoving he deserved. "Did that settle 
the trouble?" 

"It was only the beginning," David took up the 
story, "There was an outbreak of tumors in Ashdod. 
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It frightened the Philistines. They took the Ark away 
from Ashdod To Gath." 

What happened at Gath?" 

"There was an outbreak of tumors at GatL So 
they took the Ark away from Gath. To Ekron." 

"And at Ekron?" 

"There was an outbreak of tumors at Ekron." 

"Yahweh was really angry, wasn t he!" Absalom 
clapped his hands together. 

That* s what the Philistines thought. They were 
frightened good and frightened. They sent the Ark 
away with a guilt offering. Five golden tumors, and 
five golden mice, for there had been plagues of mice, 
too. All placed on a new cart, drawn by cows that 
had never had a yoke/* 

"Did the cows jump and kick when the yoke was 
put on them?" 

"They most certainly did. Not only were they 
cows that had never had a yoke, but they were cows 
with newborn calves, and their calves were shut 
away from them." 

Absalom s eyes went wide. "Those cows must have 
been crazed!" 

"That was the whole idea," his father pointed out. 
"The Philistines wanted the Ark drawn by animals 
without reason, so that, whatever road they took, it 
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would be a road chosen by a higher power. There 
were two roads, you see. One led to Bethshemesk 
If the cows took that road, leading to the homeland 
of the Ark, it would surely mean that Yahweh was 
demanding to go home when he inflicted the tumors. 
If the cows took the other road, the one that wound 
around through Philistine country, that would mean 
the tumors had happened by chance and it would 
be safe for the Philistines to keep the Ark" 

"So they took the road to Bethshemesh," Absalom 
finished. 

"Oh! So Nathan has told you this story after all," 

"No," said Absalom, "but if the Philistines had 
kept the Ark, you would not be bringing it to Jeru 
salem tomorrow." 

The smile tugged again at the corner of David s 
mouth. "You are right, but again you do not know 
as much as you think, little son. It is not from Beth- 
shemesh that I am hoping to have the Ark brought. 
Much happened to the Ark after the cows stopped 
in the field of Joshua at Bethshemesh." 

"More story?" Absalom scooted back to the edge 
of his stool. 

David continued: "There was a disease at Beth- 
shemesh. Some say it was tumors. Some say the 
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seventy men at Bethshemesh fell dead simply from 
reaching out to touch or to look inside the holy Ark/* 

Absalom gulped, and in that instant discarded a 
secret plan to take his brother Adonijah and peek in 
side the Ark some time when the priests* backs were 
turned. 

"Finally/* his father went on, "some men from 
Kirjath-jearim came and got the Ark, after the Beth- 
shemites became afraid to touch it. It rested safely 
for twenty years in the care of the priests there. It 
was from Abinadab s farmhouse in Kirjath-jearim 
that I started to bring it last season, and that story 
has been told you/* 

Absalom repeated the incident, proud of his knowl 
edge: "One of the men thought it was going to fall 
and he reached out to steady it and his name was 
Uzzah and he died and it scared everybody and so 
they left the Ark at the home of Obed-edom the 
Gittite and it s been there ever since only it s to be 
brought to Jerusalem tomorrow.** 

"Yahweh willing/* David s voice sank almost to a 
whisper, and for the first time Absalom realized that 
even his father was frightened of Yahweh. "That 
Obed-edom*s household has been blessed we take as 
a sign of Yahweh*s pleasure. It may not be so. It 
may be that some new sign some terrible sign 
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will come on the trip, indicating that we have in 
some way displeased Yahweh/* 

It was an awful thought* Absalom considered the 
possibility for as long as he could stand; then his 
small hand stole out to pat his father s knee. **I 
don t think any sign wifl come, Father. I think the 
Ark will safely reach Jerusalem. * 

His father s large brown hand closed over the 
boy s small pale one. "If you are right, my child, to 
morrow will be a day of celebration such as you 
have never seen. If the Ark comes to Jerusalem, 
Yahweh comes to Jerusalem! Think what that will 
mean to Israeli" 

Next day, when the shouting went up at the gates, 
Absalom knew the Ark had arrived. Waiting with 
the other children in front of the king s house, along 
the street where the procession hoped to pass, he 
breathed a great sigh of relief. Yahweh hadn t be 
come displeased, then. Yahweh was blessing Jeru 
salem with his presence! It was as his father had 
hoped. 

But even Absalom had not visualized the extent 
of David s happiness. No one could, until he saw the 
king dancing frenziedly in the street as the Ark was 
borne slowly toward the splendid tent that was to 
shelter it. The people yelled and sang and jumped 
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op and down and embraced one another. Absalom 
and Adonijah wept on each other s shoulders, and 
Amnon threw his arms around them both. It was the 
same everywhere. The whole populace went wild 
with celebrating, 

With one exception, Absalom chanced to look up 
at the palace, and through a window he saw the face 
of Michal, the only one of his father s wives who 
was not anybody s mother. For a moment, Absalom 
didn t want to shout. Michal looked as if she hated 
aE the noise and all the people making it. 

Absalom turned quickly back to the procession. 
His father was dancing a new dance that made his 
linen garment snap and swirl. Fresh shouting rose 
from the crowd. The boy lifted his voice with the 
others in a great yell, so prolonged he was not even 
conscious that it cracked and hoarsened to a whis 
per. The burnt offerings and the peace-offerings 
that followed were beyond anything he had ever 
seen or imagined. And the food that everyone re 
ceived! 

Oh, it was a great day for Jerusalem, the day the 
city became the resting place of the holy Ark of 
Israel. 
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FROM ONE BOOM TO ANOTHER David prowled through 
the great house. Perhaps it was the heat that made 
the royal palace at Jerusalem feel like a cage. The 
king couldn t remember such a sweltering, stifling 
spring season. 

And he could remember a good many springs, 
more than two score of them. How fast the years 
went by! It seemed only a short time ago that the 
shepherd boy had come up from Judah to confront 
the world. A part of him was still shepherd boy, 
finding it just a bit impossible to believe in this 
wealth, this power, this confident ability to rule a 
people and to deal with the mighty of many lands. 

His dreams had come true, his dreams and more, 
and he should be content. But he did not want to 
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be content, to sit and be satisfied. He was not ready 
to be old* 

Almost he could wish himself back in the wilder 
ness, with Saul after him, every fiber of his being 
fired with the bright, blinding beauty of danger. 
That was living! For a moment David wondered 
why he had not gone with his army against the 
Ammonites. No, there would be no zest to that Joab, 
with the deadly efficiency of his great experience, 
would coldly and methodically fashion a victory over 
the Ammonites. Just as he had fashioned victories 
over the Philistines, the Moabites, the Johabites, the 
Syrians so on and on, an endless chain since the 
Ark had been brought to Jerusalem. There was no 
taste to victory any more. 

All around him, under the surging spring, the land 
was bursting with promise and the newness of life. 
But in the life of the king of Israel there was, and 
would be, nothing new. What was the good of being 
a king in such case? 

Through a window he heard a shout from the 
courtyard below. His children, after their afternoon 
rest, would be playing there until the evening meal. 
There would be life. He turned that way. 

As he entered the courtyard, David saw a man 
sitting in the shade of the wall, a light cloth spread 
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over the lower part of Ms body. David walked to 
ward the cripple. 

He was glad that Mephibosheth lived in his house- 
hold. When he had inquired if there remained any 
survivors of Saul s house, David had discovered 
Mephibosheth, Jonathan s son, living secretly with 
relatives, in fear of his life because he was of the 
family of the overthrown king. Mephibosheth had 
been crippled by a fall from his nurse s arms in the 
flight from the Philistines, after the death of SauL 
David had taken him in, cared for him as for one of 
his own sons, and restored the lands of Saul to this 
grandson of Saul. 

"The children seem lively in spite of the heat/* 
David said to make conversation. 

Mephibosheth smiled, and his fine features and 
intelligent dark eyes brought Jonathan sharply to 
David s memory. "The game is war with the Ammon 
ites. The young general, Adonijah, is taking in 
make-believe flocks and herds to devour the enemy s 
crops, so it is only a question of time until the Am 
monites under Amnon must surrender. If Absalom 
were not ill, we would have more action." 

"Absalom ill?" repeated David in quick alarm. 

"I believe he has a fever and is being kept in his 
bed" 
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David turned rapidly back to the house. Sharp 
fear always gripped him when one of the children 
fell ill. Somehow, he lived in dread of losing one of 
them. No man could expect of Yahweh an endless 
chain of blessings only, and if, to balance David s 
score, Yahweh took from him "Please, Yahweh, not 
one of my sons!" he prayed silently. "Please, not the 
handsome little Absalom!** 

"I m hungry/ were the first words David heard as 
he reached the sickroom door. He drew a breath, 
deeply, in relief, 

"We shall send for some cooled goafs milk/ came 
a woman s soothing reply, 

"I don t want any old milk! I want fig-cake! Fig- 
cake and meat!" It was a demand, an order. 

David smiled to himself* "That s my Absalom/ 
he thought. But who was the woman of the caressing 
voice? 

"Later, surely, fig-cake and meat. Tomorrow, per 
haps. For now, suppose we have another story." 

David took another quiet step, to see better. That 
was not Maacah, Absalom s mother. Nor Ahinoam, 
mother of Amnon, who often took care of Absalom 
and his twin sister Tamar. Nor Abigail nor Haggith 
nor Abital, nor any woman of the king s household. 

"In the time when the tribes of Israel were but 
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newly united, the Philistines were upon the land, 
spreading out all around Bethlehem " 

"Bethlehem/* piped up the boy, "is where my 
father used to live when he was my age." 

"I know." She was slim and graceful, sitting there 
on the edge of the bed and lining to soothe the 
child. Her hair was a softly piled and shining crown, 
her face radiant and fairso fair that David caught 
his breath. There was something familiar 

"Your father and his men were hot and thirsty, 
dreadfully thirsty. He remembered the well by the 
gate, and how good the cool water used to taste 
when he was a boy. But now the Philistines had the 
well-" 

"So three of the thirty chief men broke through 
the Philistines to the well and took him a drink/* 
finished Absalom. 

"So they did/* she nodded. "Only when David 
saw that they had risked their lives to do it, he felt 
the water had become too precious to drink. He 
poured it out as an offering to YahweL" 

Absalom said, "I m thirsty." 

David laughed aloud. Now Absalom sat up with a 
tossing of the sheet. 

"Father!" he cried. "Where did you come from?" 
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"He has been standing there for some time/* 
kughed the woman* David was startled at that, 

Absalom said, This is Bathsheba, and she lives 
across the plaza, and she knows all about you, and 
she tells me stories.* 9 

Across the plazal No wonder there seemed to be 
something familiar about this woman. David recog 
nized her now, and the recognition threw him into 
considerable confusion. Yesterday evening, seeking 
coolness, he had gone up to his roof. On title roof of 
the house across the plaza a woman she had been 
bathing. He had made inquiries as to who the beau 
tiful woman was, and had been told her name was 
Bathsheba. David s face grew hot. He was glad the 
room was darkened. 

"I m thirsty/* Absalom said again. 

"I will have a drink brought/* said Bathsheba, and 
stepped into the hallway. 

David followed her. When she had finished speak 
ing with the maidservant, he said, "It is good of you 
to come and amuse the sick child. Your kindness is 
appreciated/ 

"The child makes coming a pleasure, not a chore. 
I am grateful to be allowed to come, * she answered 
in her rich, quiet voice. *1 truly don t think Absalom 
is very sick*** 
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"I think lie is sick enough to need you again to 
morrow/ David found himself saying. "You will 
come? I beg you to!" 

"I will come whenever you like/* she said gra 
ciously. 

David looked boldly into her eyes, "For as long as 
I like?" 

Bathsheba lowered her glance. "There is no neces 
sity for me to return at any given time/* she con 
fessed. "My husband, Uriah the Hittite, is with the 
armies before Ammon, so I am not busy at hornet 

The maidservant reappeared and entered Absa 
lom s room. Bathsheba turned to go. 

"I shall tell Absalom he may count on you,** said 
David. And added meaningfully, We both shall 
look forward to your coming." 

"I wanted water, not milk!" the child s voice 
shouted angrily. 

Bathsheba moved away down the hall, the move 
ments of her slim body rhythmic and graceful as she 
walked. 

"And fig-cake! Fig-cake and meat!" 

David did not re-enter the room. He knew he 
should. As a father, he should take the matter in 
hand, reason with the child, be firm with him about 
not getting everything he wanted. But at the mo- 
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ment David didn t feel like being fatherly. Nor did 
lie feel Bis years and Ms discontent. After all, he was 
still in his forties, a man in the prime of life. 

With one harried motion, David destroyed his 
message to Joab. It wasn t the way he wanted to put 
it. The order must be worded carefully, so that if 
someone besides Joab opened it by mistake, it 
would not incriminate David. Yet Joab must under 
stand what it meant that Uriah the Hittite must 
die! 

Death for the husband of Bathsheba! It was the 
only solution. David had been over and over it, and 
Uriah s death was the only way he could see out of 
the tangled web that had been spun in these past 
weeks. 

These past weeks In one way, they were the 
high point of his life. This bond of understanding, 
this overpowering richness of love, was beyond any 
thing he would have believed possible. In Bath 
sheba, David had everything he had ever wanted or 
could ever hope to want. No, not quite. To begin 
with, he did not have Bathsheba, not legally, as his 
wife. Not as he wanted to must have her, now 
that she was to bear his child. 

If only Uriah A sick sense of failure swept the 
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king. He had tried to use Uriah to save the situation. 
He had sent for the Hittite to return to make a mili 
tary report after his long absence from the capital, 
in the certainty that the man would spend as much 
time at home as possible* Then no one would think 
anything of Bethsheba s having a child. 

Unbelievably, the Hittite captain had refused to 
enter his house while in Jerusalem. He had made a 
point of sleeping on the palace grounds. Because, he 
said, "The Ark, and Israel, and Judah, abide in tents; 
and my lord Joab, and the servants of my lord, are 
encamped in the open fields/* 

Very loyall Very virtuous I David s lip curled. 
Such excessive nobility he found exasperating. No, 
it was more than exasperating; it was downright 
murderous. Murderous to Bathsheba, that was what 
it was! If Bathsheba had a child when her husband 
had not been at home, she would be stoned in the 
streets as an adulteress. David twisted in his chair, 
tortured by the awful thought. 

His anger against Uriah mounted. Uriah seemed 
suddenly to blame for everything. David could not 
see the faultiness of his own reasoning in blaming 
Uriah; all he could see was that even the king of 
Israel could not stop the stoning, once the people 
knew. The Israelites had certain unyielding laws in 
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matters like this, and they admitted no exceptions. 
The king himself would not dare to intervene! 

Well, there were other realms where the king 
could intervene. David clamped his jaw shut, hard, 
and wrote out his order to Joab. 

"Set ye Uriah in the forefront of the hottest battle, 
and retire ye from him, that he may be smitten, and 
die/ 

It was written, and this time he did not destroy 
it. That was what had to be said, and it might as 
well be said directly, so there could be no chance 
that Joab would misunderstand. As soon as the death 
was accomplished, Bathsheba could go through the 
required seven days of mourning, and then David 
could immediately make her his wife. 

In the days that followed, tortured thoughts 
pounded at David constantly. They would not be 
ignored, altogether* They could not be hidden, al 
together. 

Once Mephibosheth asked, "Does the king feel a 
fever upon him? 

"No/* said David, and changed the subject. But it 
was like a fever, he admitted to himself. 

Finally, a messenger from Joab arrived. The king s 
army had suffered a defeat, he said. He told at 
length how it had happened; he named the casual- 
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ties. David, in an agony of impatience, dared not 
bring him to the point. When at last the man fin 
ished, "And thy servant Uriah the Hittite is dead 
also," David was so weak with relief he was beyond 
speech. 

When Bathsheba s brief mourning was over, she 
became David s queen undoubtedly the most beau 
tiful queen in his entire harem. David made a point 
of his affection for her. People wouldn t dare gossip 
if they realized she was his favorite. 

He at once seated her in the position of honor at 
meals, so that his other wives had to defer to her, 
whether they wanted to or not, Michal was the one 
wife who didn t seem to mind in the least; she was 
courteous in her acceptance of the newcomer, and 
completely casual. Some of the other wives, though, 
especially the mothers of his sons, seemed to show 
varying resentments. David, suspecting that they 
feared he might favor a future son born to Bath- 
sheba, decided to ignore their indications of jeal 
ousy. Bathsheba herself seemed to acknowledge no 
slights. She was as gracious toward one as toward 
another. 

David boldly insisted on Bathsheba s presence at 
dinners of state and arranged that the lamps be 
placed so as to highlight her beauty. It was a way 
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of daring his distinguished guests to offer one word 
of criticism. 

As if to dare them further, David increased the 
frequency of his political meetings and made his 
official entertaining more elaborate. If at times his 
statesmen seemed reluctant, if they pleaded other 
business or made excuses, the next invitations they 
received were subtly worded, but unmistakable 
commands. 

This particular evening one of the command- 
dinners was being held, A dispute regarding the 
financing of the Ammonite campaign had arisen, and 
David used it as an opportunity again to summon the 
leaders to a meeting in the royal palace. Looking 
down the long table after the women had retired, 
David observed with satisfaction that all the influ 
ential people of the kingdom were assembled there. 
Even Nathan. His prophet-statesman had been avoid 
ing him recently, and David had taken particular 
pains to request Nathan s presence. While the de 
cision to be made did not involve his religious ad 
viser, David wanted to make sure that Nathan re 
mained faithful. He remembered too clearly the late 
prophet Samuel, and what trouble he had caused 
Saul! 

Samuel had been different from Nathan, though. 
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David s boyhood memories of Samuel were of an 
awesome fanatic who had always seemed to be con 
demning someone or something, Nathan was a more 
reasonable man, not given to idle rantings, and 
David had great respect for his wisdom. The king 
was particularly anxious that Nathan should not be 
taken in if any idle gossip concerning David and 
Bathsheba should reach his ears. 

As though he felt David s eyes upon him, Nathan 
rose and began to tell a story. The Ammonite busi 
ness had been settled earlier in the evening, and the 
men were engaged in casual conversation. Their 
talk fell off now, and every one, including David, 
settled back to listen to what Nathan had to say. 

The story was about a rich man and a poor man 
and a traveler who needed their hospitality. It 
seemed that the rich man was very rich; he had been 
blessed with practically everything flocks and herds 
and all else that a man could ask for. Hie poor man 
was as poor as the rich man was rich. He had only 
one little ewe lamb, which he had raised tenderly by 
hand, his only luxury as a matter of fact, his only 
possession. When the traveler came, the rich man 
saw that he needed food. 

"Only instead of taking an animal from his own 
bounteous herds to kill for the wayfarer, the rich 
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man took the poor man s ewe lamb, and prepared it. 
Mind you, this little ewe lamb was the poor man s 
only possessionr Nathan s voice rose in thunderous 
condemnation. David, remembering Samuel, decided 
the two prophets were not so different as he had 
been thinking they were. But this was a stronger 
story than Nathan usually told. After all, what a 
thing to dol It was enough to make anyone s blood 
boil! 

"As the Lord liveth," David commented indig 
nantly, "the man that hath done this thing shall 
surely die/ He had never felt more righteous. 

Slowly the prophet lifted his gaunt arm to point 
a trembling finger straight at David! 

Thou . . . art . . . the . . . manf* 

For a blank moment, David could only stare. Did 
the others know what Nathan meant? He looked 
swiftly around the room, and on every set, pale face 
turned toward him there was the same hard look of 
anger mixed with fear. 

Then they knew! He had fooled no one but him 
self. His pretense was swept aside, and all at once 
he saw the evil he had done. 

". . . all this has Yahweh given you," Nathan ham 
mered relentlessly, * yet you have smitten Uriah the 
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Hittite and taken Ms wife to be your wife. With the 
sword of the Ammonites you have smitten him!** 

It was true! David could only clasp his temples 
with his hands. "I called Uriah an overly virtuous 
man. His standards were higher than my own/* he 
admitted abjectly. "And Bathsheba yes, Bathsheba 
was all he had. Yet I snatched her from him, I or 
dered his death." 

With great effort, David focused his eyes on 
Nathan. "I ... I have sinned/ His voice was broken, 
the voice of a humble and a penitent man. 

Numbed as he was, David did not see the harsh 
ness and the fear drain slowly from the faces of his 
chief men. One by one they took their leave. Alone 
with Nathan in the great room, David thought of 
one more thing that needed to be said. 

"If Yahweh is petitioned/* he pleaded, "would it 
be possible to ask him for my own death rather than 
for the stoning of Bathsheba?" 

"No purpose would be served by either death 
now." Nathan s voice was curiously gentle. "I doubt 
that Yahweh will require the one or the other." 

"But the deed is done!" David burst out in agony.. 
"Surely you are not trying to tell me Yahweh will 
not mete out his justice!" 
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"Of course Yahweh will mete out Ms justice/* 
Nathan replied. Tn. Ms own time. In Ms own way/* 

*I suppose I shall have always to live in expecta 
tion of that/* David said after a long silence. Nathan 
laid an arm across David s shoulders, but he said 
nothing. "It would be easier, I think, to take the con 
sequences now. But my punishment is in Yahweh s 
hands. I have no right to request a time or a manner 
for it" 

Weariness closed in on David, He felt drained, 
old. One more question crowded through the weari 
ness. He looked up at Nathan. 

"Tell me, why did you bring the matter up? You 
do not seem to wish to see me killed or put off the 
throne of Israel. You risked a great deal. I might 
have killed you, you know." 

"I am Yahweh s spokesman/ the prophet reminded 
his king, You forget the Mstory of Israel. Yahweh 
did not promise Abraham that through Ms seed 
should all the earth be blest, and Yahweh did not 
enter into his covenant with Moses, except on condi 
tion that we seek Ms righteousness. On that condi 
tion are we Ms chosen people!" 

"Righteousness * . /* David s lips barely moved. 

"Yahweh, the God of Israel, has spoken to you, 
David. Mine has been only the voice/* 
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"But why by that same voice does he not BOW 
insist that I give up the throne? I still do not under 
stand. Adultery and murder are sins beyond recall!" 

"If you had continued in your despotism, David, 
as the prophet of Yahweh I would have tried to de 
throne you. Concealing your sin from yourself, you 
were not worthy to be king. But you did not con 
tinue your self-deception. Confronted with your sin, 
you faced your guilt. I counted on that capacity in 
you, David. I think Yahweh must have counted on 
it." 

"I do not deserve mercy," David faltered. 

"In humility only do we become great/* the 
prophet said quietly to the king. 



ABSALOM S REVOLT 
AND DEATH 



IN THE SWIFT PRESS of the passing years, Israel grew 
in possessions and in strength; there were wars, but 
they had a way of ending in victory; the country 
knew famine, but there was more often prosperity. 
Even in the household of the king, there were losses, 
but there was new Me also. 

The first baby born to Bathsheba and David died, 
but their baby Solomon lived, and David s grief for 
the child who died seemed to be put away some 
what as the son who lived grew more and more 
promising. 

There were other sons also in whom their long 
could find comfort, the people of Israel noted with 
mounting satisfaction. Especially Absalom. Not that 
there hadn t been trouble! Blood vengeance in a 
family is bitter business, and Amnon s death at 
118 
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Absalom s liand liad been a great sorrow in Davfcf s 
life. But those years had been lived through, those 
troubled years after Amnon s death when Absalom 
fled to his grandfather in Geshur beyond reach of 
his father the king* 

David had forgiven Absalom now. The prince 
was back in Jerusalem. And the people were glad. 
Things just hadn t been the same without Absalom. 

He was coming down the main street of Jerusalem 
now, and women left their work, children turned 
from their play, and men went out of the market 
places to see their prince. 

Absalom stood tall in his chariot, balancing easily 
to the sway as the fiery horses plunged and the 
driver held them in. Hooves clashed against stone, 
and there was the thud thudthud of footsteps as 
his fifty men at arms ran before him. The people 
waved from their windows and the street corners, 
and Absalom flashed his smile, nodding first to the 
right and then to the left, and tossed his splendid 
head of glossy black hair. Shouts of greeting an 
swered him. 

Clearly, thought Absalom, folks liked color and 
drama of this sort. After all, Jerusalem was the 
capital of a proud and mighty people. They quite 
understandably expected their royalty to conduct 
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itself impressively* The kind of personal, common- 
touch ways to which his father David clung were a 
relic of the old crude shepherd days; in this era they 
amounted only to a failure to keep up with the 
times. 

His visits to the king gave Absalom a chance to 
put some fitting style into things. The large audience 
loved it. And they loved Absalom* That made the 
trips across the city from his own elaborate house 
to the palace of his father worth while. 

Seeing David in itself gave Absalom little satis 
faction. It seemed to him that,, as far back as he 
could remember, he had never known what to ex 
pect of his father. Sometimes anything Absalom did 
brought a rebuke. The next time he could do no 
wrong. So he had never dared to behave naturally 
around David, and as the king grew older he became 
more unpredictable than ever. 

Perhaps it was Solomon. Young know-it-all! How 
the king could put up with such a youth yet Solo 
mon was always there. And David seemed fond of 
him. Would the old man dare to put Solomon on the 
throne some day, denying his eldest son Absalom his 
rightful place? You could not ignore the possibility, 
uncertain as the matter of succession was in a re 
cently formed monarchy like Israel s. 
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All in all, it was time that a strong young hand 
took up the loose reins of government in the land 
and gave the people the kind of rule they deserved 
and bless themlshowed they wanted. While he 
was thinking, Absalom had not forgotten to nod and 
to smile and to wave occasionally in appreciation of 
the applause of the crowd. 

The following morning Absalom rose early and 
went out again. The chariot and the horses and the 
fifty men were left behind this time. This morning 
he wanted no notice within the walls of Jerusalem. 

The keeper of the gate was expecting Absalom* 
The prince climbed to the tower beside the gate* 
keeper and looked where the man was pointing. A 
party of travelers approached from the south. Not 
traders, for there were few pack animals. A piece of 
silver slipped into the watchman s hand. A few well- 
chosen compliments, and Absalom left the gate 
keeper, certain of his loyalty. 

As the caravan came within hailing distance, 
Absalom stepped out from the gate and waved a 
greeting. He held the pose for a moment, so the 
travelers could take in the picture of him there at 
the city gates with the morning sun gleaming on his 
thick black hair, his robe smooth and flowing and 
unmistakably royal. He observed a slackening of 
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jaw and a straightening of heavy tunics cmmpled 
from traveling, an exchange of self-conscious glances 
among the men. Then Absalom put them at ease* He 
called out a friendly greeting, flashed his winning 
smile, and quite simply told them he was the son of 
the king of Israel. He inquired hospitably where 
they were from* 

"From a settlement in Beersheba/ answered the 
oldest of the men* "Come to seek justice before the 
king" 

"Surely that is your right/* Absalom said gravely. 
"What is your cause of dispute?" 

"Water" said the Beershebite. "A well of which 
my kinsmen here and I have been refused the use/* 

Absalom would have guessed as much. Struggles 
for water were as old as the desert itself. "Your own 
priests or elders were not able to decide the matter?" 
he inquired. 

"No. That is why we have made the long journey 
to get the decision of the king/* 

"You have traveled far indeed/ agreed Absalom. 
"I wish you might receive a speedy hearing/ 3 

"Do you mean/ asked the other, "we may have to 
wait here in Jerusalem for a long time? We had 
heard that there is often delay in reaching the king 
these days, but we had hoped" 
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"My father is a very busy man/* Absalom told 
him, "and his strength is perhaps not what it once 
was.** 

"But if he knew the urgency of our caseP ex 
claimed the Beershebite. "You see, this well was dug 
by the father of my father s father, and he declared 
its water was for the use of his children and his chil 
dren s children for all time. True, the land 1ms 
changed hands, not once but three times since, but 
always we could go to the well for water. Now the 
land has been bought by a son of one of the desert 
tribes. He claims the land and all that is on it the 
caves, the trees, and the well also. He will not let us 
cross his field to go to the well/* 

Absalom nodded. "I see your need. I trust that 
when the king is able to hear your case, he also will 
see it." 

"But if that is a long time, what will become of 
our lands and of our wives and children while we 
wait?" the man said desperately, "Perhaps if you 
could speak with the king" 

Absalom shook his head and smiled sadly. "I have 
no voice as a judge in Israel. If I did, I would at 
once set up courts to hear these cases, water claims 
especially. But the present king insists on hearing 
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all claims in person, which takes much time. As it is, 
I fear I cannot help you/* 

The travelers muttered among themselves. Absa 
lom wished them well and took his leave. 

For his part, he was satisfied. There would be a 
long and costly wait for them, or else an immediate 
return without having had a hearing; in either event, 
they would go back to Beersheba disgruntled. There 
they would spread their story, and almost certainly 
it would end with the words, "Now if Absalom were 
king-" 

Let that idea be planted in the thoughts of enough 
people in enough parts of Israel, and Solomon, for all 
his learning, would be a candidate for the throne no 
longer. He would learn, that Solomon, that it took 
more than scholarship to make a kingl 

A fugitive! David had almost forgotten what it 
was to flee for his life. Slumped in despair, he put 
all his strength into placing one foot ahead of the 
other. There were dust and ashes on his face, and 
streaks in the dust where the tears had coursed. 

It was a motley procession. Household servants, 
the women, and the little ones, Six hundred Gittite 
soldiers. The Cherethites and the Pelethites who 
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composed the king s bodyguard All fleeing Jeru 
salem. 

For Absalom had revolted. 

"The curses of Yahweh upon you!" Hie shout 
came from a man on a slope above the road, moving 
with the procession, keeping abreast of David* "As 
surely as I am Shimei the son of Gera the Benjamin- 
ite, and you are a worthless JudaMte usurper, Yah- 
weh has avenged upon you this day the blood of the 
house of Sauir 

The fellow spat and hurled a stone. It thudded 
into the king s side, staggering him. He caught his 
breath with the pain of it, straightened, and plodded 
on, his bare feet shuffling in the dust. 

Ahead, he glimpsed Abishai rushing for the slope, 
sword drawn. 

He called, with effort, "No, Abishai ." 

"But why should this dead dog curse my lord the 
king?" Abishai, the brother of Joab, cried. "Let me 
take off his headl" 

"No/* David spoke dully. "When my own son 
seeks my life, how much more now may this Ben- 
jaminite? If it is Yahweh s will for him to curse me, 
let the man curse me. My life rests in the hands of 
Yahweh." 

To the weary rhythm of the marching feet words 
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marched out of David s memory: Yahwefis justice. 
In Jus own time. In his own way. 

Shimei the Benjaminite stooped and scooped up a 
handful of dirt and flung it in David s face. The king 
did not turn his head. Such things were of little im 
portance now. 

For Absalom had revolted. 

When that shattering news had first reached him, 
David had refused to believe it. Refused to let him 
self believe it, though he knew instantly it was true* 
King that he was, shrewd judge of men, he had been 
aware for nearly four years that Absalom was seek 
ing popular favor. Somehow David had never 
thought it would come to open rebellion. Yet when 
the terrified messenger from Hebron had pounded 
into the palace courtyard, David had a sickening 
premonition of his news. 

Absalom had revolted. He had proclaimed himself 
king, and was marching on Jerusalem with a great 
host. 

A great host? Could so many men of Israel have 
turned against their king? Or did the messenger s 
frigM ? There was no time to find out. No time for 
David to mobilize his own forces, having now to test 
which were loyal and which traitors. No time to 
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gather supplies, Perliaps not even time enough for 
light 

But they did escape. They trailed across the way 
of the wilderness, fear dogging their footsteps, and 
came at the end of day to the plains. There they 
made camp, too exhausted to feel any more fear. 

David, however, could not rest. As the silence of 
sleep claimed the camp, he wandered off a little way 
and tried to assemble some order out of the chaos 
of his churning thoughts. 

The company was not without supplies. During 
the day Ziba, title steward of Mephibosheth, had 
overtaken them, bringing bread and raisins and 
fruits and wine. David had thanked Ziba as a friend, 
though the fact that Mephibosheth had remained 
behind to swear allegiance to Absalom came as a 
shock. 

Calamity had a way of dealing its own count, 
David mused, as to who was friend and who was 
enemy. Already proven, besides Ziba, were the two 
priests, and Hushai, and Ittai. 

Ittai! David s heart warmed at the very thought 
of the Gittite. The last person in the world David 
would have asked, or expected, support from. A for 
eigner, Ittai had no obligations to David, nor to 
David s desperate cause. When Ittai and his six 
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hundred men had appeared to join the flighl 
David had said, **Whereas thou earnest but yestei 
day, should I this day make thee go up and dow 
with us? seeing I go whither I may, return thou, an&lt; 
take back thy brethren: mercy and truth be wit 
thee* 

Ittaf s reply had been like soothing ointment on th 
stabbing wound of Absalom s rebellion. "As the Lor 
liveth, and as my lord the king liveth, surely in whs 
place my lord the king shall be, whether in death c 
life, even there also will thy servant be." 

So the six hundred were part of the encampmei 
spread out along the slope. 

Abiathar and Zadokl What friends those tw 
priests had shown themselves to bel Though he ha 
not requested their presence, and though they cou] 
have safely remained in Jerusalem, they had starte 
out with David, bringing with them the holy Ar 
ready to carry it wherever David went, so that tl 
blessing of Yahweh would be with him also. 

The thought of their loyalty eased the ache : 
David, even though he had insisted that Abiathi 
and Zadok return the Ark to Jerusalem. If Yahwe 
chose to help him now, he would not need this syr 
bol of Yahweh s presence. If Yahweh were metii 
out to David the consequences of former sins, Dav 
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was resigned to an acceptance of those conse 
quences. He had tried to explain it to Abiathar and 
Zadok; they hadn t seemed to understand too well. 
But they had understood when he pointed out that 
they would be more valuable to David s cause in 
Jerusalem by sending him information about Absa 
lom than by carrying the Ark along the route of his 
flight. Though the two priests and their sons were 
not camped here tonight in the plains of the wilder 
ness, they were with David in spirit. In Jerusalem, 
pretending acceptance of Absalom, they were true 
to David. 

There was another inhabitant of Jerusalem this 
night who belonged in spirit to the camp of David s 
men. His Archite counselor Hushai had proved him 
self as loyal to David as the counselor Ahithophel 
had proved treacherous. Joining David s flight at the 
Mount of Olives, the Archite had been prepared to 
stay with his king through whatever fate lay ahead. 
But Hushai too had been ordered back to Jerusalem 
by the fleeing king. 

David had explained to him, "If thou return to 
the city, and say unto Absalom, 1 will be thy servant, 
O king; as I have been thy father s servant hitherto, 
so will I now also be thy servant: then mayest thou 
for me defeat the counsel of Ahithophel " 
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So the counselor who had remained loyal went 
back to Jerusalem to counteract the counselor who 
had not remained loyal. Hushai could do even more. 
As Absalom s confidant, he could pass on valuable 
secret information to the priests Zadok and Abiathar. 
The priests, whose sons Ahimaaz and Jonathan were 
fleet runners, could get the information to David. 
A hasty, makeshift attempt at espionage. But at least 
he had set a little treachery against great treachery. 
Treachery! His own son! Behind the handsome 
gay face, cunning plans to snatch the throne. Absa 
lom, intent on having his own way! "Not goafs milk! 
Fig-cake and meat!" 

The years lost themselves in David s memory. *7 
have come to you, Father." Charming, winning little 
fellow. Darling of the court. Never a brighter or 
more beautiful child. 

Now the magnificent, the brilliant ... At this 
moment no doubt he was issuing orders, striding 
through the royal house which he could not wait to 
claim. What had become of David s little son? 

Out of the torment within himself an answer came 
to David. This was the same son, a son who logically 
took example from his father! Seizing that to which 
he had no right- 
In Jahweh s own time . . . In his own way! The 
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agony within David was so great he would have 
shrieked aloud., but could find no voice. 

With that sharp alertness to noise peculiar to one 
futilely seeking the obhvion of sleep, David heard 
footsteps. Faintly, in the distance. He rose quietly 
and walked past the guard. The steps were louder, 
closer. Runners! 

By the light of the pale moon, David recognized 
the two men. Ahimaaz and Jonathan, the sons of 
Zadok and Abiathar. They were so out of breath they 
couldn t speak at first. 

Then Ahimaaz gasped out, Quickly, rouse the 
camp! Flee from this place! Cross the Jordan! 
There s not a moment to lose!" 

Jonathan looked fearfully over his shoulder. **Hu- 
shai told our fathers: Send quickly, and tell David, 
saying, Lodge not this night in the plains of the 
wilderness, but speedily pass over; lest the king be 
swallowed up, and aU the people that are with 

1 * 9 yy 

mm, 

David turned, but the guard had heard. Joab and 
Abishai and Ittai were already coming to their feet, 

David turned again to the sons of Zadok and 
Abiathar. 

"When did Hushai meet with Absalom?" 

"They arrived in Jerusalem at the same time. 
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Ahithophel had already advised Absalom to occupy 
your house immediately and to claim the throne so 
that every one would know he had broken with you, 
to let no talk of compromise be started.** 

"Ahithophel has always been a brilliant adviserl" 
David muttered under his breath. "Which makes 
him a dangerous adversary." 

"He also said to Absalom, Let me now choose out 
twelve thousand men, and I will arise and pursue 
after David this night: And I will come upon him 
while he is weary and weak handed, and will make 
him afraid: and all the people that are with him 
shall flee. " 

Jonathan took up where Ahimaaz left off: "He 
promised Absalom he would strike down you only. 
By taking the life of only one man, he made it ap 
pear that all the people would then be at peace," 

"But he has not done so yet! Hushai managed 
some delay?" 

"Yes. He advised Absalom to wait until he was 
better organized. Hushai reminded him of your skill 
in war, and said Absalom must be prepared to over 
whelm your men or he would fail to get you. Then 
the people might say Yahweh was with you and not 
with Absalom. The whole revolution might be lost/ 

"Loyal Hushail" David breathed. "If Ahithophel 
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had prevailed, lie would liave captured me by now. 
Without this delay, all would be lost/ 

"That is why Hushai sent word for you to cross 
the Jordan quiddyP Ahimaaz reminded. 

"We will all be across before daybreak" David 
nodded toward the camp, which had come alive* 
One group had already crossed the river and were 
assembling on the far bank, with an officer direct 
ing them on to make room for others, "Tell me, did 
you have trouble reaching me here?" 

"We barely made it," Jonathan admitted. **We 
were hiding at En-rogel, so we would not be seen 
going into or out of Jerusalem, but a boy saw us and 
ran to tell Absalom/* 

"That is why we had to leave En-rogel so quickly," 
Ahimaaz explained. "We were nearing Bahurim 
when we heard someone pursuing us. We went to 
some people we know in Bahurim, and they had us 
go down into their well. The woman spread a cover 
ing over the well s mouth, and scattered some grain 
over it, so Absalom s men didn t realize the well 
or we were there. They were practically over our 
heads when they asked the woman where we were, 
but when she told them we had gone over the brook, 
they went away/* 

have escaped death by a hair s breadth this 
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day/* David observed. **And, by Yahwelfs hand, so 
liave I." 

Making ready a force which Hushai would admit 
to be large enough to attack David took time. Pre 
cious time, which David, making his stand at Ma- 
hanaim, used well. 

Supplies poured in when it became known that 
the king was at Mahanaim. The Ammonite Shobl, 
and Machir from Lo-debar, and Barziflai the Gilead- 
ite, were profuse with their gifts: beds, basins, 
earthen vessels, wheat, barley, meal, parched grain, 
beans and lentils, honey and curds and sheep and 
cheese. 

David was greatly touched. He was not friendless 
after all! When men, too, began to gather and de 
clare themselves ready to fight for their king, hope 
stirred again in him. 

He threw himself into the business of organizing 
and building them into an army. He saw that there 
were captains over the hundreds, and over the thou 
sands. He himself made sure that his soldiers* arms 
and armor were satisfactory. They were mostly vet 
erans out of his former armies, competent fighting 
men, fortunately, for time would be short at best. 
He appointed Joab captain of one division, Joab s 
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brother Abishai of another, and Ittai the Gittite of a 
third. 

All too soon came the day when the watchers 
dashed in to report that Absalom was crossing the 
Jordan with a great army. David, his heart sinking 
with dread, readied himself for the battle. 

"Please, my lord the king, do not go with us,* said 
Ittai. 

"If we flee, they will not care about us. If half of 
us die, they will not care, * added another. "But you 
are worth ten thousand of us. Stay here in Maha- 
naiin. Send us your help from here.* 

David, haunted by the possibility of coming face 
to face with Absalom in the battle, gave in without 
argument. 

But he stood at the city gates as the men went 
forth. 

"Deal gently for my sake with the young man 
Absalom," he called pleadingly to Ittai when the 
Gittite led out Ms command, Ittaf s nod of under 
standing was all the reply David asked for. 

"Deal gently for my sake with the young man 
Absalom,** David repeated when Abishai marshaled 
his division out through the gates. Abishai, unsmil 
ing, bowed with military stiffness to his commander. 

"Deal gently for my sake with the young man Ab- 
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salom/* David called once more as Joab marched 
past. But Joab was shouting a command before 
David finished, and David could not be sure that he 
had heard. 

David observed the narrowed eyes, the preoc 
cupied frown, the grim mouth. 

He shouted across the heads of the company: 
"Did you hear me, Joab? Deal gently for my sake 
with the young man Absalom!" 

Joab, however, had moved on. That the men had 
heard, David was certain. But Joab . . . 

In the forest of Ephraim, Absalom deployed his 
forces. This battleground was not to his liking, but 
it was where David s forces were, and Absalom was 
not going to let them think he was afraid to fight 
them on their own ground* 

He lifted his voice. "If any man sees the former 
king, let him call out the word! Take him at all costs, 
and then the battle will be ended! We have no quar 
rel with our fellow-Israelites except that they do not 
know their rightful king/* 

Absalom waited while the word was passed along 
the line, farther and farther, out of sight. He had a 
mighty armyl He wished the battle might have been 
in the open, where he could direct the long, sweep- 
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ing charge as had Ms desert-born forefathers* This, 
however, would have to do. 

He lifted his spear and gave the signal to charge. 
The army swept forward. Absalom rode at their 
head, his fiery desert horse plunging, requiring all 
his skill to avoid the cursed trees. He saw a log too 
late. His horse stumbled and fell- 
How long he was unconscious Absalom could not 
tell. When he regained his feet his men were run 
ning past him. Only they were running in the wrong 
direction! Retreating! 

Absalom yelled a fierce command at a captain of 
a hundred going past. The man stopped. 

"We met a solid wall of steeir the man almost 
sobbed. "The men of David are under the command 
of Joab, and they fight with the cold fury of demons!" 

Blazing anger cleared Absalom s head. He thought 
swiftly. Then, "Re-groupr he bellowed. "He-group, 
and attack to the left! We will get behind them and 
take the city!" 

He ran frantically among his demoralized troops, 
shouting his command. Slowly they re-grouped and 
moved off to attack. Absalom saw a riderless mule. 
He managed to catch it and mount. 

And when he caught up with his men they were 
retreating again! 
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"Yonder are the hosts of Abishair they told him. 
cannot get through. They are veteran warriors/* 

"To the right!" shouted Absalom. 

They hurled themselves to the right against the 
onslaught of Ittai and his cool, trained professionals. 

"Fall back!" screamed Absalom, in sudden panic. 
He had to get into the open! Those trees . . . 

Without warning, the mule bolted. Absalom fought 
the bridle, trying to slow the animal, but it was be 
yond reason or control. A tree loomed up ahead; the 
prince saw the tree, reined sharply to the right, but 
the mule did not swerve. Absalom ducked, but he 
was not fast enough. The branches hung too low . . * 

A man in Joab s company came upon the prince. 
He was dangling under the oak, his head caught in 
the tree s forked branches, his thick hair hopelessly 
tangled about the limbs. The man ran back to find 
his commander. 

"Whatl You saw him! Why then did you not strike 
him to the ground!" Joab shouted. He added, his 
exasperation lessening a little: *T would have been 
glad to give you ten pieces of silver and a girdle." 

"Not for a thousand pieces of silver would I have 
done it!" the man said stoutly. "Tor my sake pro 
tect the young man Absalom/ David said. All of us 
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heard it. It was a command to you and Abishai and 
Ittai* 

Joab made an impatient gesture. 

**You know yourself that if I had killed Absalom/* 
the man defended himself, "you would not have 
lifted one finger to protect me when David found 
out And David would have found out!" 

A guttural snarl came from the throat of Joab* *I 
will not waste time like this with you! * He headed 
for the oak tree* What came next was old routine to 
a seasoned fighting man. Three darts, swiftly thrust 
through the heart of the rebel, and Absalom s death 
was accomplished* 

Joab raised his trumpet to his lips. The notes 
winging out above the groans of the injured and the 
cries of the dying in the forest of Ephraim were 
signal to drop pursuit The revolt was ended. Truly 
ended, Joab thought, as he lowered the horn, with 
Absalom dead. It would not have been if the prince 
had been spared as his father had requested. 

David was sitting between the two gates at Maha- 
naim, waiting for news of the battle. The watchman 
called down from the tower that a runner was ap 
proaching. "If he is alone, there are tidings in his 
mouth," David said, his heart quickening. 
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"Another man mrming alone!** the watchman 
called, a few breaths later. 

Tie also brings tidings/* David dug his nails into 
his palms. 

"AH is welir They were the first words the runner 
said; it was Ahimaaz, the son of Zadok, He began an 
account of the victory, but David interrupted him at 
once. "Is the young man Absalom safe?** 

Ahimaaz evaded the king s eyes, **When Joab sent 
your servant" he began, and hesitated. Joab had 
not sent him; he had sent another runner, wanting 
to protect Ahimaaz from being the bearer of the tid 
ings of Absalom s death. But Ahimaaz had persisted, 
and had come by a shorter route so he could be the 
first to tell of the big victory. 

"I saw a great tumult, but I do not know what it 
was," he said lamely. Actually he hadn t been an 
eyewitness, he told himself. 

David turned to the second messenger, who had 
now arrived. Again the report was a victory, but 
again David interrupted: "Is the young man Absa 
lom safe?" 

The messenger said righteously: "May the enemies 
of my lord the king, and all that rise against thee to 
do thee hurt, be as that young man is! Absalom is 
dead! 
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The man halted abruptly, for David s powerful 
frame had slumped as though an invisible knif e had 
been plunged through his body. He stared at the 
runner, but his eyes were unseeing. Then he stum 
bled to his feet and weaved raggedly toward the 
stairs. As he disappeared toward the tower, the 
runner gasped to Almnaaz: "Didn t he want vic 
tory?" 

A baffled gesture was Ahimaaz* only answer. Into 
the shocked hush between the two messengers came 
a long wail of grief. "O my son Absalom, my son, my 
son Absalom! would God I had died for thee, O 
Absalom, my son, my son!" 

Ahimaaz shrank back against the wall and put 
his hands over his ears. Hie other man looked about, 
stunned. Then he took a deep breath and set out to 
ward Ephraim, running swiftly, to carry this news to 
Joab. 

Joab had never carried himself so rigidly or set his 
jaw so grimly as on his return from Ephraim to Ma- 
hanaim. Men were slinking back and forth among 
the trees, guiltily, as if they had done something 
wrong; others were creeping uncertainly toward Ma- 
hanaim. News of the king s grief had spread swiftly, 
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throwing a blanket of uncertainty over the whole 
army. 

Before he reached the room to which the king had 
retired, Joab heard the broken wail that his runner 
had described: "O my son Absalom, O Absalom, my 
son, my son!" 

The commander stepped into the room and 
slammed the door shut behind him. "So the people 
who risk their lives are less than nothing to you! 
Your soldiers, your servants, your wives and your 
children, your countrymen who are loyal to you 
you would rather they were all dead! 

The harsh words stopped the sobbing. The king 
stared at Joab, his face frozen with shock. 

"You love those who hate you and hate those who 
love you!" Joab hammered relentlessly. "I perceive 
that if Absalom had lived, and all we had died this 
day, then it had pleased thee well/* 

"No. No." David made a broken protest. The 
people have been good to me. Good and brave** 

"Then act like a king whose people have been 
good and brave!" 

"Joab, you don t understand , . . Can t you re 
member Absalom when he was a little boy, how 
winning he was, how full of promise? I wanted hiTn 
to have a splendid life, Joab, It could have been, if 
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his father . . Don t you see? All this has happened 
because I failed him!" 

"Now you are failing not him but hundreds of 
people, thousands, tens of thousands/* Joab rasped. 
"In his grief, my lord the king is failing every friend 
he ever had/* 

"Can t you tell them for me how grateful I am?* 
David begged, 

"Tell them yourself 1 It is you they risked their 
lives f or/* 

"Later-** 

"Later than now is too late. No man will stay with 
you after being thus rewarded for his loyalty. All 
the trouble of your lifetime is nothing compared to 
the trouble you re inviting by the way you are acting 
now!" 

David s head bowed. "By the will of Yahweh, I 
have no right to personal grief/* He rose slowly, 
squared his shoulders with great effort, and made his 
way out to the tower stairs. A short time later, some 
one shouted from the milling crowd: 

"Behold, the king is sitting in the gate!" Others 
took up the cry, and the furtive embarrassment that 
had marked the men in the throng melted away. The 
king was not mourning any longer; by his presence 
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he was acknowledging the victory they had won for 
him. The shouting gathered momentum, became a 
unison cry of rejoicing: "Tlie Tdng is sitting in the 
getter 



7. 



THE SHEPHERD KING 

SLEEPS 



DAVID WISHED THEY WOULD let him alone. He didn t 
want to go anywhere, preside at anything, or meet 
anybody. He was more than content just to stay in his 
room though they ought to find some way to heat 
the place better and accept the gentle care of com 
petent little Abishag, his young Shunammite nurse. 
Surely a man who had given forty years of his Me 
to his people could be allowed to sleep late if he 
wished. 

Evidently notl Someone was knocking at the door 
again. Someone was forever knocking at the door, 
wanting this, wanting that. Maybe Abishag could 
get rid of this one she was adept at sending people 
away, for all that she looked so small and young and 
easily overawed. 
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"Is my lord the king awakef* Abishag asked now, 
coming from the door, 

"Even if I hadn t been before, I would be now," 
David said testily, and rose on one elbow* 

*Tm so sorry!* She was bending over him, and the 
concern written on her lovely face cheered David 
in spite of himself. "But it is my lady Bathsheba who 
wishes to have audience with my lord/* 

Bathsheba. Then it wasn t some silly small matter 
someone else ought to take care of. Bathsheba was 
not one to bother with trifles* 

"Very well. I will receive her. Help me to the chair 
over there by the fire. And an extra wrap for my 
shoulders, if you will. 7 * 

Bathsheba came into the room, moving with slow 
grace. He had time to notice the gray in her hair and 
the lines in the face that had been so fair. Somehow 
he hadn t thought of Bathsheba s getting old. He 
hadn t expected that of her. It startled him. Surely, 
time put its touch upon them all. He pulled the extra 
covering more tightly about his chilling shoulders. 

The formalities did not take overlong, with Bath 
sheba. "I have come/ she announced earnestly, after 
she had bowed, "to inquire if my lord intends, as he 
once expressed himself as intending, that his son 
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Solomon should one day sit upon the throne of 
Israeli 

"Why do such things have to be thought of nowF* 
David flared. *Tm still alive! There*! be time enough 
for all that, laterP 

"But if my lord will forgive me there will not be 
time later. For this day the king s son Adonijah has 
set himself up as king, and everywhere there is great 
confusion." 

"Not Adonijahr The shock of the news made 
David forget that he was either tired or cold. **Why, 
Adonijah had no right to do that!" 

"He certainly didn t!" It was an indignant murmur, 
and it escaped Bathsheba almost without her willing 
it; but her words irritated David* 

"AdonijaKs a worthy fellowl Let no one blame 
him for this not you, Bathsheba! Nor me! We two 
hardly qualify as accusers in taking that to which 
one has no right!" 

A dark crimson spread over the once fair cheeks, 
and Bathsheba s eyes brimmed with tears. 

*T did not intend to criticize, David," she faltered, 
and David at once regretted his barb. "I only in 
tended to ask you to decide, since some decision is 
already at hand If you do not " her voice broke 
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"when my lord tlie king deeps with his fathers, I 
and my son Solomon will be counted offenders,** 

**That should not happen.* 9 David made a weary 
gesture* **I hate to make decisions. But I have evi 
dently put this one off too long, I must have time to 
think"* David leaned back in his chair. 

To think. To remember how Adonijab, stalwart, 
sturdy &gt; lovable fellow that he was, had been a good 
son who had never given his father any trouble. 
Until now. 

To accuse himself. David had withdrawn from 
the responsibilities of being king without giving up 
the office, and had placed the whole matter of sno 
cession in doubt. Perhaps he had created confusion 
in Adonijah s mind. If David had been firmer as a 
father, and at the right times, Adonijah would never 
have done this. David sighed, remembering another 
son. 

To weigh the one against the other. But he could 
not compare Adonijah and Solomon like that! Adoni 
jah was mature, Solomon young. Where Adonijah 
had practical experience, Solomon had brilliance and 
the finest in education and training. Adonijah could 
deal with people. But Solomon could deal with 
ideas. How could any one say which one of them 
was the better qualified for the throne of Israel? 
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"Here is Nathan the prophet.* 7 

David roused himself . Nathan s bow was stiff and 
slowwhy, even the prophet was aging! Again it 
came as a shock to the king. 

Nathan asked if it could be possible that David 
had authorized Adonijah in his claim to the throne. 
David indicated wearily that he had not, feeling an 
irritation toward the prophet* Nathan s appearance 
was a bit too well timedl It wasn t likely that both 
he and Bathsheba would come within the same hour, 
unless together they had planned it. 

David caught himself. He must not waste energy 
on minor irritations. Too big a decision awaited him 
here. The thing to remember, to concentrate on, was 
which son should be king. 

Which son should be king! 

Then, without knowing why, David knew his an 
swer. Solomon. 

How he had arrived at his decision was clothed in 
mystery, even to himself. Perhaps seeing Nathan and 
Bathsheba together like this made him remember 
long-ago things in the setting of their original mean 
ings. Solomon s birth. The whole and perfect child, 
so beautiful, so promising, as if sent by Yahweh as a 
token of forgiveness to David and Bathsheba. Nathan 
had confirmed this feeling; as prophet, he had be- 
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stowed the name Jedidiah beloved of the Lord 
upon tibe baby Solomon. And David, out of his grati 
tude, had vowed that this child should one day be 
anointed king of Israel 

That was the promise of which Bathsheba had 
reminded him this morning, A promise he had all 
but forgotten. But everything seemed clear now. 
What seemed unreal was that he had ever suffered 
confusion. Why hadn t he decided all this sooner, 
and told Adonijah? David s breath caught. Yahweh, 
help and bless Adonijah! Show him that one who 
repents of chiming that to which he has no right can 
stitt find mercy and forgiveness out of thy bounteous 
goodness. 

"Did my lord the king say something?" Nathan 
bent forward anxiously. 

"My words were to Yahweh," David announced. 
"But I have words for you and Bathsheba also. Solo 
mon shall be anointed this day as my successor to 
the throne of Israel/ 

The ceremonies were over. The tumult had died 
down. The king had retired to his room, where he 
sat staring at the sputtering fire. Abishag pulled a 
small rug over his knees and stepped back into the 
shadows of the great room, waiting. 
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"Blessed be Yahweh, the God of Israel, who has 
granted one of my offspring to sit on my throne this 
day, my own eyes seeing it.** 

There was a long silence. 

"If only he may be permitted to build the Temple 
I failed to build. If only Solomon . . ? The voice 
trailed. Abishag looked at the ashen face and alertly 
measured the distance between the king s chair and 
his bed, where she had warm brides waiting between 
the covers. 

"But Solomon is so youngl There is so much in 
trigue. So many people plotting. Plotting within and 
without. Against the nation and the one who rules 
the nation." 

"My lord is tired." Abishag moved out of the 
shadows. ""When he is in his bed he can rest, and 
things will then look better/ 

David allowed her to help him. The warmth of the 
heated bricks was welcome relief to the hurting in 
his knees; but the ache that everywhere possessed 
his body did not abate. Sleep was out of the ques 
tion, 

"Abishag!" 

"Yes, my lord." 

"Do you ever think about how many problems life 
has?" 
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*1 had not thought of it, my lord. * 

"What future is there, Abishag? For Solomon? For 
Adonijah? For you? For anyone?" 

"For Solomon that he follow in the footsteps of 
David, and be as great a ruler as his father, is my 
hope and prayerl For the rest of us, that we follow 
Solomon." 

"Solomon can not look to me for an examplel** 
David interrupted hollowly. "My whole life has been 
one failure after another/* 

**How can my lord say such a thing?" exclaimed 
the girl. TSas David forgotten the young shepherd 
boy who came up out of Bethlehem- Judah to the 
army of Saul and slew a giant? Has he forgotten the 
great warrior who slew ten thousand Philistines? 
Has he forgotten that Israel was once beset on every 
hand, in bondage to Philistia, and that now no for 
eigner dares set foot upon our land unless invited?" 

The last battle in which I lifted sword was fought 
before you were born, child. Where did you hear 
such tales?" 

They are on every tongue in the land," she an 
swered instantly. "Just as are the songs of David, the 
songs of hope and praise and faith." 

*Tf you keep on like this/* David warned her, "you 
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will persuade yourself that you wait upon a great 
man/* 

"I do," declared Abisliag earnestly, *A man great 
enough to spare the life of King Saul, who had 
turned against htm. Did not my lord also at the 
brook Besor teach us what it means to share? You 
took in the crippled Mephibosheth out of kindness. 
Forgiveness my lord showed Shimei, sparing his life 
when he had cursed and reviled you. There was your 
friendship with Barzillai, and even the Philistine 
Achish, who did not blame my lord for anything, 
and Ittai, who vowed to follow him in life and in 
death. No man was ever so loved as DavidI His 
warriors made him stay back from the line of battle 
lest they lose him. Everyone turned to him for every 
thing. My lord always knew what was right for Israel 
to do in every difficulty. For generations past our 
forefathers could not find any way to ally them 
selves, yet we are now one nation, strong and 
mighty, under Yahweh. How but for David could 
Yahweh s chosen people have become in truth a 
nation?" She paused for breath. 

David smiled into the dark. "You make it sound 
so very glowing, little one." 

"Then," Abishag said triumphantly, *I have made 
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my lord remember what a great and famous man lie 
really is?" 

"No/* David reached out to ky Ms gnarled hand 
upon her smooth and supple one. "But your enthu 
siasm reminds me that life is still fresh and strong. 
It is I who have changed* Life is not wearing out 
lam." 

"But my lord was strong enough to witness Solo 
mon s anointing. Surely" 

"Do not distress yourself, child. I am comforted 
by the thought that life is going on " 

The voice trailed again. Abishag thought he was 
asleep, for a moment, until the lips moved faintly. 
"Yahweh ... In his own time ... In his own way . . .* 

She didn t know whether to answer or to remain 
quiet. Intuitively, she began to sing. A simple psalm 
she had known from childhood, Yahweh, the rock, 
the fortress, the salvation. 

If he had not been so relaxed, David would have 
smiled to let her know he heard. Familiar words, 
familiar tune. He had composed them himself. He 
had supposed them lost or forgotten years ago. His 
breath came rhythmically, peacefully. 

The king slept. 
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